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ABSTRACT 
This thesis is a study of the blues lyrics of Robert Johnson and Blind Lemon Jefferson. 
At present the scope of scholarly work done on the blues music from this period has not 
been wide enough，especially from the literary perspective. Neither has much research 
been done on the linguistic creativity of the blues singers. It is from this point of view that 
this thesis approaches the subject. 
The core of this thesis lies in the examination of a speech act popular among African 
American called signifying. This basically involves verbal duel intended as a game. Its 
main feature lies in a hidden message conveyed through an apparent message, or literal 
meaning. This element of indirect communication is also used in the blues idiom in which 
a blues singer will appear to be singing about a subject matter while, in fact, he may be 
saying some other thing with different implications. 
To discover instances of this signifying occurring in the blues songs, I have drawn on the 
findings of Claudia Mitchell-Kernan in her research on African American verbal games. 
Comparison of her theory of signifying with more general findings from the wide field of 
pragmatic theory will give a more comprehensive view of the implications of this African 
American speech act. The analysis of the lyrics is based on the factor of signifying 
discovered in the songs in association with its implications and poetic effects. 
CHEUNG MING ON, BERNARD M.Phil thesis ( Chinese abstract) 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
This thesis is a study of the lyrics of two African American blues artists, Blind Lemon 
Jefferson and Robert Johnson, in the light of the traditional African American speech act 
of signifying1. Although much has been said about the socio-political and socio-cultural 
aspects of the blues genre, and despite the fact that its poetic reading has begun to surface 
in piecemeal fashion in recent years, proportionately little has been devoted to its socio-
linguistic aspects. I hope that this thesis will provide a helpful pointer for future study of 
this genre in this respect. 
1, Signifying: An African American Speech Act 
The speech act of signifying I discuss in this thesis is a mode of speech act peculiar to the 
African American vernacular tradition. As study of this African American speech act is 
relatively recent, there exist a number of characterisations or explanations of the notion of 
signifying among scholars and linguists who engage in the study of this mode of 
expression. In the general sense it, according to Henry Louis Gates, Jr., denotes ‘ways of 
meaning. ' (Gates, 1988, p. 81) while the conventional meaning of this word in Standard 
English is the denotation of meaning that a certain word conveys. In other words, just as 
the study of pragmatics focuses on the implications of the context in which a 
conversation takes place, African American signifying contains in itself the possibilities 
1 Unless otherwise noted the term 'signifying' and its variant conjugations used throughout this paper refer to the 
African American tradition of verbal duelling rather than the conventional semantic meaning. 
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of meaning. Claudia Mitchell-Kernan explains 'the [b]lack concept of signifying 
incorporates essentially a folk notion that dictionary entries for words are not always 
sufficient for interpreting meaning or messages, or that meaning goes beyond such 
interpretations. Complimentary remarks may be delivered in a left-handed fashion. A 
particular utterance may be an insult in one context and not another. What pretends to be 
informative may tend to be persuasive. The hearer is thus constrained to attend to all 
potential meaning carrying symbolic systems in speech events — the total universe of 
discourse.' (1973, p. 314) 
Signifying as an African American speech act has been studied and researched by 
scholars and linguists such as Roger D. Abrahams, Thomas Kochman, and William 
Labov. Mitchell-Kernan, in her 1971 dissertation for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
in Anthropology, Language Behaviour in a Black Urban Community, made further 
important analysis of African American speech acts. The scope of her study incorporates 
such speech acts as Signifying, Loud-talking, Marking, Sounding, and Rapping. It is 
from her findings on the speech act of signifying in particular that this thesis explores the 
aspects of signifying in the blues. Mitchell-Kernan later fine tuned her study and the 
results appeared in the form of articles on 'Signifying, Loud-talking and Marking' (1977) 
and 'Signifying and Marking: Two Afro-American Speech Acts' (1988). 
Mezz Mezzrow, a Jewish American, born in 1899 and himself a jazz musician, 
gives a behind the scene account of his intimate life with African American musicians in 
his book Really the Blues. He characterises signifying as a verbal act aiming to “hint, to 
put on an act, boast, make a gesture.”（1961, p. 370) His characterisation of signifying is 
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probably one of the earliest of its kind in print. According to another characterisation by 
an academic researcher, signifying is a technique of indirect argument or persuasion," “a 
language of implication", aiming "to imply, goad, beg, boast, by indirect verbal or 
gestural means." (Abrahams, 1970, pp. 51-2, 66-67) 
In her 1988 article on signifying included in Directions in Sociolinguistics: The 
Ethnography of Communication, Mitchell-Kernan observes that signifying is “…a tactic 
employed in game activity • verbal duelling - which is engaged in as an end in itself... 
Signifying, however, also refers to a way of encoding messages or meanings in natural 
conversation which involves, in most cases, an element of indirection. This kind of 
signifying might be viewed as an alternative message form, selected for its artistic merit, 
and may occur embedded in a variety of discourses. Such signifying is not focal to the 
linguistic interaction in the sense that it does not define the entire speech event. While 
the primacy of either of these uses of the term signifying is difficult to establish, the latter 
deserves attention due to its neglect in the literature." (1988, p.165) 
The final section of this chapter will be devoted to a brief discussion of some of 
the lyrics of the spirituals. This oral tradition of African American culture was once used 
to convey escape plans for those who intended to escape from slavery. In this genre a 
similar method of hiding the real message with an apparent one, in this case usually that 
of a religious text, was used, and to successful effect. This section serves to provide a 
better idea of how a real message is embedded in an apparent message. It also shows 
how a part of the continuum of the oral tradition of African Americans was used to 
overcome the difficulties of life in an oppressive environment. I hope my analysis in 
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Chapter 4, which begins the analysis proper of the lyrics, will bear fruit in influencing 
future literary analysis of this genre. 
Before giving an overview of the blues genre and its features as well as its 
implications as both a form of entertainment and cultural expression in Chapter 2, a brief 
history of the two blues artists, Robert Johnson and Blind Lemon Jefferson, I deal with 
and the cultural and social implications of the so-called blues craze period when they 
recorded their music are in order. 
2. Brief Background of Robert Johnson and Blind Lemon Jefferson 
Both Johnson and Jefferson were descendants of freed slaves in the southern part of 
America. They later became professional musicians making music in the blues idiom. In 
contrast to Robert Johnson, who made his records in San Antonio and Dallas, Texas， 
Blind Lemon Jefferson recorded all his songs up north in Chicago, and his last eleven 
songs in Richmond, Indiana. Jefferson's career as a blues singer came at a time when 
African Americans were experiencing the blues craze (see next section). Unfortunately 
both singers died under mysterious circumstances while they were still musically 
creative. According to the figures presented by Jeff Todd Titon about the sales of 
downhome blues1 records, "approximately two thousand downhome blues titles were 
issued on record between 1926 and 1930, their period of peak sales..,” (Titon, 1994, p. 
59) Blind Lemon Jefferson's recording career fell neatly into this period, although David 
Evans stretched the peak sales period to 1931. (Evans, 1982, p. 71) “The first downhome 
1 It is with reference to the blues from the period of the 20s and 30s that this paper sets out to examine. To avoid 
confusion with other types of blues I adopt Titon's term 'downhome blues' to refer to the blues songs of this period. 
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blues singer to enjoy commercial success, Blind Lemon Jefferson, became the model 
followed by the record companies when they sent portable field equipment to southern 
cities or invited downhome singers north to their home studios." (Titon, 1994, p. 59) 
Robert Johnson whose recording career lasted less than one year, on the other hand, 
remained largely unknown. Or perhaps it would be truer to say that he had at the time of 
his death still to make an impact on the music industry. It may well be that at the time at 
which he started putting out records the blues craze was already beginning to wane. 
3�Blues Craze 
The blues craze was a time when a folk tradition became a commercial reality. It 
prompted hundreds of aspiring African Americans, male and female alike, to jump on the 
bandwagon of 'fame and fortune'. In so doing they capitalised on the uniqueness of their 
tradition 一 a tradition steeped in linguistic agility and musical talent. This 
commercialisation of an oral tradition has been branded, mostly by the purists, as a lesser 
species of its pre-recording ancestor. But the fact is that, with the advent of recorded 
blues, aspiring blues singers and 'professionals' learned songs from others more easily 
and with greater flexibility. Songs sung and heard in one part of the south were now able 
to find their way to other areas through the mail or stores that carried records. Previously 
one person passed on a song to another person through singing in the manner of oral 
tradition. For instance, an itinerant singer might board a freight train and travel to 
another county in search of work. There his repertoire of songs would be heard by others 
who, when recognising novel elements in the songs or in the way the man sang and 
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played his guitar, would then learn and imitate them. But with the aid of a phonograph 
record, a singer could now learn a song by heart because he could always play the song 
again and again until he had the song memorised word for word and the music note for 
note. If he were not keen on imitation for imitation's sake, he would incorporate those 
fresh elements he heard into his own style and come up with a new creation growing out 
of the previous song. Hence the genre was afforded more space for creative 
experimentation. The cycle of musical exchanges increased greatly. This gave rise to 
more variety in vocal style, musical creation, and textual fragrance, Poetic presentation 
of imagery and metaphorical expressions also became richer because of these musical 
exchanges. Phonograph records did inevitably change the nature of the oral tradition of 
blues but not necessarily for the worse. 
The record companies' ultimate motive for recording blues music was monetary 
profit. Their target consumers were African Americans� 'Race records', the music 
industry's label for downhome blues records, unwittingly showed the racial perception of 
white people towards their former slaves. Next to the logo for Paramount Record's 
advertising sheets for its blues records is the prominent phrase The Popular Race 
Record'. (Titon, 1994, p. 209) But what these blues recordings did for a blues singer 
mattered greatly. Apart from token monetary gains by being able to record music, the 
singer became a professional. It was, and still is，a great departure for someone who had 
been, say, a labourer, though it by no means greatly improved his living standard. In any 
case it was for him a significant step towards becoming a visible member of the 
American society, though his existence was still ephemeral. For a recording blues artist, 
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his perception of himself expanded. He saw himself as more than an invisible man. His 
songs could be heard throughout the land by members of the same racial group, and of 
course by the dominant European Americans. But more importantly, he had made a 
name for himself in his own African American community. 
Hence blues was a medium with which a downhome blues singer could find his 
own voice. This voice enabled him to say things about his predicament, his identity, his 
prestige and self-worth, as well as his yearning for humanity which in his experience had 
been severely curtailed. Together these implied an awareness of power or the lack of it. 
It was a power necessary to survive the complexities of life and to assert oneself in face 
of an ephemeral existence rather than one associated with forceful exertion of one's 
existence and the desire to dominate. To say these things however the blues singer had to 
be tactful because, though freed from slavery, his relationship with the majority European 
Americans was basically one of master-and-slave. Therefore he must find alternative 
ways to say things that were not meant to be heard by the masters. One way of saying 
these things would be to signify. 
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Blues is a hybrid genre issuing out of the oral folk tradition of African slaves living in the 
United States. The genre emerged at the crossroads of African and Anglo-Saxon cultures. 
The blues has been given a variety of definitions. To tie down adequately and precisely 
the meaning of the blues in a few sentences seems a difficult endeavour. 
1. ‘Defining，the Blues 
On the subject of the blues genre Evans says "[W]riters have described probably all the 
most important formal and stylistic features of the blues, yet there are so many exceptions 
to almost any statement about the blues that it is impossible to arrive at a concise 
definition of the genre." (1982, p. 16) Houston A. Baker, Jr�reiterates this observation 
saying that "[t]he task of adequately defining the blues is equivalent to the labour of 
describing a world class athlete's awesome gymnastics.” (1987 p. 4) He goes on to 
describe the blues as “…a synthesis. Combining work songs，group seculars, field hollers, 
sacred harmonies, proverbial wisdom, folk philosophy, political commentary, ribald 
humour, elegiac lament，and much more, they constitute an amalgam that seems always 
to have been in motion in America - always becoming, shaping, transforming, displacing 
the peculiar experiences of Africans in the New World." (Baker, 1987, p.5) 
In 'The Blues as a Genre，Harry Oster explains that "[i]f in defining 'blues' with 
texts we include all the forms and types of songs folk performers call by that name, the 
result is much broader than the conventional definitions." (1976, p. 59) He has however 
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managed to summarise the structural variants of the genre. His categorisation consists of: 
Talking Blues, Classic Blues, Free-form Three-Unit Blues, and Blues of Two Lines, Four 
Lines, and a Variable Number of Lines�Oster 's classification of the blues genre is 
similar to Wittgenstein’ s/amz'fy resemblances approach to the problem of definition in 
that Oster thinks that to 'define' the genre by means of the criteria of 'necessary and 
sufficient conditions' will give rise to more confusion than is desired. By quoting 
Wittgenstein's passage on this issue I hope to give a clearer idea of the peculiar 
characteristics of the genre: 
Consider for example the proceedings we call ‘games，. I mean board 
games, card games, Olympic games, and so on. What is common to them 
all? - Don't say: "There must be something in common, or they would not 
be called 'games' - but look and see whether there is anything common to 
all. For if you look at them you will not see something that is common to all 
but similarities, relationships, and a whole series of them at that. To repeat: 
don't think, but look! - Look for example at board games, with their 
multifarious relationships. Now pass to card games; here you may find 
many correspondences with the first group, but many common features drop 
out, and others appear. When we pass next to ball games, much that is 
common is retained, but much is lost. Are they all amusing? Compare 
chess with noughts and crosses. Or is there always winning and losing, or 
competition between players? think of patience. In ball games there is 
winning and losing; but when a child throws his ball at the wall and catches 
it again, this feature has disappeared. Look at the parts played by skill and 
luck; and at the difference between skill in chess and skill in tennis. Think 
now of games like ring-a-ring-a-roses; here is the element of amusement， 
but how many other characteristic features have disappeared! And we can 
go through many, many other groups of games in the same way; can see 
how similarities crop up and disappear. 
And the result of the examination is: we see a complicated network 
of similarities of overlapping and criss-crossing: sometimes overall 
similarities, sometime similarities of detail. 
I can think of no better expression to characterise these similarities 
than 'family resemblance' ； for the various resemblances between members 
of a family: build, features, colour of eyes, gait, temperament, etc., etc. 
overlap and criss-cross in the same way. And I shall say: 'games' form a 
family. (1958, pp. 31-2) 
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Wittgenstein repudiates the traditional view that if X is a name, or rather, a 
common name, there is a set of characteristics common to all the things that fall under the 
name in virtue of which they are called by that name�There are cases in which the 
traditional view is true. Take the following examples commonly seen in the literature in 
analytic philosophy. For the name ‘father，，there is a set of characteristics comprising 
being a male and being a parent. For 'bachelor', being a male and being unmarried. In 
such cases one may also say that the set of characteristics provides the 'necessary and 
sufficient conditions' for something being, in this event, a father or a bachelor. This can 
be explained thus. To be a father, one must be a male, that is, it is true that ifv4 is a 
father, then A is man. On the other hand, being a male (not 'being a male and a parent，)， 
while in this sense necessary, does not constitute a sufficient condition for something to 
be called a ‘father，. Since for Xto be a sufficient condition for Y, it must be true that i f X , 
then Y. But it is not true that if ^  is a male, then J is a father. So neither being a male 
nor being a parent individually constitute a sufficient condition for being a father. 
However, the two characteristics are jointly sufficient for something to be a father. 
Because it is true that X is a father if and only ifX is male and is a parent. Thus 'a father 
is a male parent' provides a definition of 'father' in terms of 'necessary and sufficient 
conditions'. 
But the traditional view of definition gets bogged down in most other cases where 
things are called by the same name. Consider now the following case familiar to 
botanical taxonomists.1 Suppose four objects, XI, X2, X3, and X4 are all X's, that is, 
1 This is based on an example by Renford Bambrough (1966). 
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called by the same common name SX', by virtue of a classification by reference to the 
presence or absence of features ABCD. It may happen that none of these features is 
common to—all four cases, as illustrated by this diagram: 
XI X2 X3 X4 
ABC ABD BCD ACD 
Similarly in the case of blues there is a common set of characteristics discernible at first 
glance or hearing�But on closer inspection a given blues number may not always carry 
features that are individually necessary and jointly sufficient for something to be a blues 
number. For instance, the elements of improvisation are usually regarded as a 
characteristic feature of blues. But the fact is improvisation does not appear in blues 
alone. It also occurs in jazz, work songs, field hollers, and even classical music. The 
call-and-response device, again often associated with blues, also features prominently in 
these genres. This shows that improvisation is not a sufficient condition. At the same 
time the element of improvisation is not a necessary characteristic in blues songs for there 
are occasions when some blues songs are devoid of improvisation. This is especially true 
in recorded blues. Even the term 'blue note', again treated as if it was the defining 
feature of blues, is still subject to many debates. Arguments as to whether it is a pitch, a 
tone, a flatted third or seventh in the minor or major scale continue unabated. The fact is 
that to use the traditional ‘necessary and sufficient conditions' to define the blues is well 
nigh impossible. 
For present purposes I opt for Oster's (1976) categories of structural features 
found in the blues genre. According to Oster the blues genre then falls into these general 
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categories though by no means definitively1. Oster's category of Classic Blues is 
structurally equivalent to the more popular label 'country blues', which Titon prefers to 
call 'downhome blues' for its connotation of a spirit of the genre. This category is 
sometimes, albeit over generally, viewed as the prototypical blues genre, and is generally 
agreed to consist of a 
melody ... of twelve bars, usually in 4/4 time, broken into three units of four 
bars each. The first phrase is built on the tonic chord, the second on the 
subdominant, the third on the dominant seventh. To go with each musical 
phrase is a line of text. The second verbal line repeats the first, sometimes 
identically, sometimes with a slight variation for rhetorical emphasis. The 
third line, which rhymes with the first and second, resolves the thoughts 
expressed in them — if they express grief, it gives a reason for it, or it 
concludes the verse in startling or epigrammatic fashion... Although ideally 
the blues is an improvised form, frequently the singers perform a song 
essentially as they have before, or as they have heard it on a record. Further 
it is important to note, the emotion expressed may be sad, happy or a 
combination of both. (1976, p. 59) 
The majority of Robert Johnson and Blind Lemon Jefferson's songs do fall into this 
category though there are exceptions. 
2. Interpretations of the Blues Genre 
Similarly the contents of blues lyrics have been subjected to much interpretation. The 
most prominent school of critics is that which is committed to the socio-political and 
socio-cultural analysis of the lyrics in light of the phenomenon of slavery. A few critics, 
on the other hand, devote their research to the poetic and stylistic aspects of the genre, but 
the results so far have been less comprehensive than the other schools of analysis. On the 
socio-political front a typical approach is represented by LeRoi Jones (he has now 
1 In Early Downhome Blues Titon uses ‘blues families' to designate models which show features shared by a finite but 
representative group of early downhome blues. 
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changed his name to Amiri Baraka) who puts it thus: "The Negro as slave is one thing. 
The Negro as American is quite another. But the path the slave took to "citizenship" is 
what I want to look at. And I make my analogy through the slave's citizen's music -
through the music that is most closely associated with him; blues and a later, but parallel 
development, jazz." (1963, p. ix) Like Jones, Baker bases his views on the blues within 
the context of the blues singers' slave ancestry, for he asserts that "the blues offer a 
phylogenetic recapitulation 一 a non-linear, freely associative, nonsequential meditation 
—of species experiences. What emerges is not a filled subject, but an anonymous 
(nameless) voice issuing from the black (w)hole�”（1987, p. 5) 
On the other hand there are writers, among them Paul Oliver, Jeff Todd Titon, 
David Evans, and Samuel Charters who favour the socio-cultural approach. Charters, for 
instance, sees the blues as "... not only a musical expression; since the existence of a 
separate body of Negro song within the larger American culture is an insistent reminder 
of the separateness of the Negro himself." (1991, p. 15) Oliver's effort in summarising 
the blues culture by virtue of its slavery ancestry in his The Meaning of the Blues offers 
an entertaining and helpful, but by no means comprehensive, guide for blues academics 
and enthusiasts alike. He intersperses his study of the social and cultural environments of 
the African Americans with illustrations from three hundred and fifty blues songs dating 
from the twenties up to the early fifties. His approach thus offers a broader glimpse of 
the conditions that make the blues genre unique. Like the socio-political approach, the 
result of this school is often conditioned by the preconceived notion of the blues as being 
largely the result of a singer's intuitive response to his immediate environment. Little 
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however has been said of the linguistic articulation that makes blues lyrics unique among 
African American poetic genres. A considerable amount of research has been conducted 
on the vernacular aspect of African American poets ranging from Paul Laurence Dunbar 
to Langston Hughes, but far less effort has been devoted to the blues genre. 
In recent years the poetic approach has come closest to a stylistic dissection of the 
poetry of the blues, but still it falls short of quantitative and qualitative completeness. 
Charters asserts in his Poetry of the Blues that "the blues, as a poetic language, has still 
the direct, immediate relationship to experience that is at the heart of all art. It is here that 
poetry begins, in the response of the artist to life." (1966, p. 52) His statement provides 
an inspiring pointer to the poetic study of the blues, but unfortunately, in spite of its title, 
the book offers little by way of stylistic study. It is, in the end, another addition to the 
socio-cultural effort. Charles Keil, and Michael Taft also advocate that the blues should 
be treated "as primarily poetic form and only secondarily as music. (Taft, 1983, p. ix) 
But none venture further than Paul Garon who devoted his entire Blues and the Poetic 
Spirit to vindicating the claim of the blues to be poetry. He begins the first chapter to the 
book thus: "That the blues is poetry is beyond doubt; that there are those who doubt this 
is beyond belief.." (1996, p. 1) His inspirational effort uncovers the creative process of 
blues composition, using surrealism as its approach. Garon，s effort is a far cry from the 
mainstream study of this oral tradition. However, again, the linguistic side of the creative 
process has not been dealt with adequately. Nevertheless these studies of the blues genre 
have laid solid and valuable grounds for future research. 
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3. Three Downhome Blues Singer's Interpretations of the Blues 
To pave the way for this thesis's study of the genre, I shall first draw on an interview1 
(Lomax, 1990) with three veteran blues singers for their intimate view on the blues. 
There have indeed been a great number of personal views given on the forever mercurial 
'definition' of the blues by veteran blues singers from different generations. But for the 
present study the interview given by Big Bill Broonzy, Memphis Slim, and Sonny Boy 
Williamson and conducted by experienced American folk song field researcher Alan 
Lomax in 1946 in Chicago provides a fruitful revelation due to its candid conversation 
and，more importantly, the candid suggestion by one of the interviewees that one of the 
motivations of the blues is to signify. As explained in the introductory chapter this 
indicates a style of poetic creation relying heavily on the awareness of linguistic 
indirectness on the part of both the speaker and hearer. 
Broonzy, Slim, and Williamson were all born round the turn of the century. They 
were raised in the southern plantations before migrating north, answering the call of the 
diaspora, and establishing themselves as professional musicians. Before this happened 
they had all been playing the blues in the south at a relatively young age. The common 
bond among them is the blues spirit which they had inherited in the southern plantations 
and which is almost synonymous with a sense of the ephemerality of existence. The 
interview begins with some unease among the interviewees on account of the fact that it 
was being taped and that they were speaking to a European American. It was only with 
much reassurance from Lomax that their names would remain anonymous that they were 
1 The interview is now released in the CD format. Transcription of the interview is provided in the booklet that 
accompanies the CD. 
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willing to divulge their views about their lives and their music. As the interview 
proceeded the bluesmen began to shed their inhibitions and became more candid, more 
intimate, as if they were participating in the spontaneous act of creating a blues song. I 
am of the opinion that the fact that the conversation was held among fellow African 
Americans, and that it was held in the north where racial tension was more relaxed, gave 
unspoken encouragement and impetus to such camaraderie as the discourse took its own 
course. 
In the interview the veteran bluesmen give their view on life under the oppressive 
environment of white supremacy in the south. The thrust of the interview is concerned 
with the meaning and 'definition' of the blues and of the life of themselves, and the 
descendants of black slaves as a suppressed minority . The anecdotes give an intimate 
account of life in the southern plantations�When they talk about the blues and try to 
'define' and put it into a proper frame of reference, they invariably and, at times, 
subconsciously, associate this form of art with their experiences when they were still 
striving to cope with life's hardship, though at the time of the interview they were 
apparently leading a freer existence in the north and were able to earn a living as 
musicians. Memphis Slim asserts that the blues originated “[f]rom your experience ... 
and things you want to do, or want to know." At this Big Bill Broonzy assents by 
uttering "yeah". Big Bill Broonzy adds "[t]hings that have really happened to you …，， 
The blues, for Memphis Slim, "is the only thing that helps [him] ... that's the only 
way to kind of ease [his] situation …the only thing that gives [him] consolation" and that 
"[it] helps a man out". In other words, the blues is a remedy to counteract an 
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environment which works against the singer. This remedy is carried out through oral 
poetry. This oral remedy is best exemplified in the popular phrase in the blues lyrics, ‘to 
drive the blues away'. Thus to sing the blues is to drive the blues away, and to drive the 
blues away is to rectify the blues singer's predicament. This remedy then is both 
conceptual and functional. Oil the conceptual level the blues is viewed by a blues singer 
as a means to express a singer's experience, to 'ease his situation'. The act of uttering the 
phrase ‘to drive the blues away5 becomes a tangible tonic to heal the singer's mental 
suffering. But in the end his reality remains unchanged. 
The blues is also an expression of individualism. Bronzy asserts “…the blues is 
something that's from the heart.., it was expressing his feeling about how he felt to the 
people ... and that's the only (my italics) way we know how to say those things." The last 
sentence by Broonzy carries a significant implication in that what he is actually saying is 
that they could find no means of truthful expression other than through singing the blues. 
This revelation points to the significance of this medium for these people. The blues is 
the medium with which the bluesman can find his own voice. It is a lone voice heard, 
understood, and shared by people with a similar fate�Notice that Broonzy does not say 
sing, rather he uses the verb say to mean the expressing of feeling. So to sing the blues is 
an alternate form of verbal articulation of feeling. This individual voice of the blues 
idiom is meant, as a result, to say things about the feelings just as signifying is to say 
things in a way only the blues singers know how. But even when this voice says those 
things, the words are sometimes veiled so as not to incur the anger of the white masters, 
especially when a given discourse is meant to be a criticism of the mistreatment an 
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African American receives. Broonzy goes on to recount incidents where the freed slaves 
were afraid to stand up to their former masters and how they 'get back' at them through 
singing the—blues. 
4. “You wanta signifyin' like... that's the blues" 
Memphis Slim echoes Broonzy's view of the blues as a tool to get back at the injustice. 
He thinks that the blues is "... a kind of revenge" This is carried out when "... you wanta 
[sic] say something ... you wanta [sic] s i g n i f y ' like ... that's the blues, like, you know, 
we fellers [sic], we a hard time in life and like that, and things we couldn't say (Big Bill: 
"That's right.") ... or do, so we sing it... (Big Bill: "That's right.") I mean we sing ..." He 
sang the blues to signify. Singing the blues in order to signify is a process of 
positivisation. By virtue of the fact that to signify is to take revenge, to get back at the 
mistreatment and injustice a blues singer is suffering from, the blues becomes a speech 
act of rectifying an unfavourable situation by veiling its real content. As such it is also a 
process of postivisation. When a singer signifies about his boss he does so indirectly by 
definition. He veils his real intention with a message that is encoded in order that his 
intention will not be discovered by his boss. Similarly to remedy and to revenge oneself 
are also acts of postivisation. 
To revenge and to remedy both involve acts of counteraction. In an act of 
revenge, action is taken to counteract the wrong done. The essence of revenge is to 6 get 
even'. As such it negates the effect and/or result of an unfavourable situation. In the case 
of a remedy, the same condition can also be applied. By counteracting an unfavourable 
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situation, a remedy is also an act of negating the adverse effect and/or result of an 
unfavourable condition. Therefore the blues is also a tool to positivise negation. For 
instance Williamson remarks that "we coloured people have had so much trouble, we's 
[sic] the one nation that is, uh, we tried to be happy anyway …it's because we have never 
had so much…We try to make the best of life, do the best we can. We don't have 
nothing but we try to be jolly anyway�We don't let nothing worry us too much…（my 
italics).” This statement from Williamson is deceptively optimistic because he is in fact 
claiming that the African Americans are deprived of those aspects of life to which they 
are entitled like everyone else. Notwithstanding this they get on with life, and they make 
an effort to obtain happiness in life. The implication of his use of the verb try three times 
and in one single utterance is that a conscious effort is needed to make life 'jolly' because 
happiness does not come naturally. They do not take happiness for granted. Making a 
conscious effort to obtain happiness is in itself a process of postivisation in the light of 
life's absence of the essentials. 
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Inspired by Memphis Slim's assertion that to sing the blues is to signify, I shall undertake 
in this section a close examination of the nature and process of signifying and of its 
implications, in terms of implicatures and of politeness theory prior to producing 
evidence for the speech act of signifying occurring in the songs of Blind Lemon Jefferson 
and Robert Johnson and giving rise to distinctly poetic effects. A note of caution must 
however be sounded: the purpose of this paper is not to prove that the blues is simply a 
set of speech acts of signifying�Rather, it is concerned with aspects of signifying in a 
number of blues lyrics. 
After I have analysed the pragmatic features of signifying in the blues, I shall 
discuss the external and internal structures of the 4 call-and-response' feature of the blues 
genre, focussing on the ‘ speaker-listener' relationship and its implications in the 
perspective of signifying. The fact that the majority of downhome blues singers were 
solo performers using a guitar as the only musical accompaniment makes of the guitar 
itself an imagined partner to the singer in carrying out his speech act of signifying. The 
blues craze during the periods of the 20s and early 30s had had a significant impact on 
African American culture in that blues recordings gave the blues singers not only a sense 
of prestige and self-worth but also a voice. This recorded voice, albeit artificial, asserts 
an identity and with it the acquisition of power. Examples of Robert Johnson and Blind 
Lemon Jefferson's signifying about identity and power acquisition in some of their songs 
should illustrate this point well. However before tackling the lyrics of these two blues 
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singers, I shall devote a section on signifying occurring in spirituals to better comprehend 
the creative use of an embedded message contained in an apparent message with 
reference to Mitchell-Kernan's theory of signifying. 
1. Signifying 
First, however, an account of Mitchell-Kernan's theory of signifying and its linguistic 
manifestations is in order. The speech act of signifying that I discuss in this thesis is a 
mode of speech act peculiar to the African American vernacular tradition. The over-
riding and constant feature of African American signifying is its marked indirection, that 
is, the indirect use of language. Mitchell-Kernan asserts that "[w]ithout the element of 
indirection, a speech act could not be considered signifying." (1988, p. 173) Admittedly 
indirection is also a prevalent feature of many other, if not all, dialects, languages and 
modes of communication. Despite attempts by Mitchell-Kernan, who like William 
Labov has been intimately involved in the study of African American speech modes and 
practices, and a host of other noted scholars and linguists to come up with a proper 
definition, none has so far been convincingly produced. 
Mitchell-Kernan explains that: 
signifying is a black concept ... [which] incorporates essentially a folk 
notion that dictionary entries for words are not always sufficient for 
interpreting meaning or messages, or that meaning goes beyond such 
interpretations. Complimentary remarks may be delivered in a left-handed 
fashion. A particular utterance may be an insult in one context and not 
another. What pretends to be informative may tend to be persuasive. The 
hearer is thus constrained to attend to all potential meaning carrying 
symbolic systems in speech events ——the total universe of discourse. (1973, 
p. 314) 
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Mitchell-Kernan tries to further differentiate the unique African American notion of the 
term by claiming that "[what] is unique in Black English usage is the way in which 
signifying is extended to cover a range of meanings and events which are not covered in 
its Standard English usage. In the Black Community it is possible to say, 'He is 
signifying' and 'Stop signifying' — sentences which would be anomalous elsewhere." 
(1973, p. 313) The gist of Mitchell-Kernan's study from the linguistic angle is that while 
in Standard English a certain word or set of words signifies a certain meaning, in the 
African American experience signifying is not about the imparting of an explicit 
message, at least not in the sense that the message intended by the speaker is to be 
interpreted according to its conventional dictionary-derived semantic and syntactic 
values. The literal meaning expressed in an apparent message might be one thing but the 
real message, that is, the one not explicitly stated, is another thing. In other words, the 
semantic representation of a word or words alone is not enough to correctly interpret the 
message intended by the speaker because signifying is about the possibilities of 
communicative meaning rather than explicit word or sentence meaning. Therefore 
Mitchell-Kernan's distinction of apparent message meaning as opposed to real message is 
in linguistic terms respectively a distinction of semantic based and context based 
meaning. The latter being the core area central of the study of pragmatics. 
The fact that signifying used to be, before it was put under close, linguistic 
examination frequently associated with verbal game suggests that signifying is more than 
a conversational speech act in the mind of an African American. Conducted in the 
context of a verbal game, the main concern of the participants is the artistic component 
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that the speech act requires. The focus is on the 'way of talking' rather than the content 
of the dialogue. Therefore the emphasis is on the artistic style adopted in the course of 
the speech ^ ct. The communicative intent of signifying as a verbal game may be to tease, 
cajole or insult an opponent. An example of this will be examined in detail in the next 
section. 
Signifying is really a ritualised concept steeped in the African American 
vernacular tradition. Its source, as agreed by scholars and linguists, is derived from the 
mythic folk hero the Signifying Monkey and the tales surrounding this figure1. Hence 
Mitchell-Kernan defines signifying as a ‘black concept' and 'folk notion，• To say "He is 
signifying," and "Stop signifying!" in the context of an African American speech event 
then refers to far more than the semantic values presented by the relevant utterances. 
These utterances imply an awareness on the part of the hearer of the speaker's adoption of 
a mode of speech local to the African American culture of verbal communication. These 
utterances are however 'anomalous' to the ear of a person not familiar with the African 
American vernacular because they imply a folk ritual. This ritual is an African American 
folk notion of indirect speech act that "often carries some negative import for the 
addressee." (1988, p. 168) In other words, the use of indirect language to hide the 
speaker's true intent with a resulting ambiguity rendering interpretations from the hearer 
deniable by the speaker in a communicative event will be regarded by an African 
American as an act of the African American notion of signifying. 
Mitchell-Kernan points out that another feature of signifying whose use of 
1 For a detailed account of the Signifying Monkey tales and its bearings in African American tradition see Henry 
Louis Gates' The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism. 
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indirection produces a resulting ambiguity of communicative intent is that the discovery 
of the real message by the hearer can be readily denied by the speaker. As signifying can 
involve insulting, or teasing another person for the sake of verbal game, then in the event 
of doing an act signifying carried out with the intention to insult, the speaker "reserves 
the right to subsequently insist on the harmless interpretation...”（1988，p. 170) This 
feature, that of deniability resulting from pragmatic ambiguity through the indirect use of 
language, is amply illustrated by the two experiments, the second one in particular, that 
are conducted by Mitchell-Kernan. Before discussing this element of deniability, 
however the notion of implicatures must first be dealt with because of its bearing in both 
pragmatics in general and signifying in particular. 
2. Implicature 
The speech act of signifying conveys its message indirectly rather than explicitly. 
Indirection in communicative interaction necessarily involves conversational 
implicatures, generally called simply implicatures, which are inferences made "to 
preserve the assumption of cooperation." (Levinson, 1985, p. 102) Grice's Cooperative 
Principle classifies implicature into two kinds, namely, generalised and particularised. 
The latter category is of particular relevance to the present study. Grice says of this kind 
of implicature that it occurs in cases in which "an implicature is carried by saying that p 
on a particular occasion in virtue of special features of the context, cases in which there is 
no room for the idea that an implicature of this sort is normally carried by saying that p.” 
(1989, p. 37，my italics) In other words, a particularised implicature is one that requires 
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context-specific, background knowledge for its generation and interpretation, that is，for 
the hearer to make the necessary contextual inferences to arrive at the intended meaning 
of the speaker so that the hearer can respond accordingly to the communicative intent of 
the speaker. Similarly, according to Mitchell-Kernan, indirection in signifying "depends 
on shared knowledge of the participants... and this shared knowledge must be employed 
in the reinterpretation of the utterance.” (1988, pp. 173-4, my italics) The italicised 
phrase in the context of signifying thus amounts to the process of making inferences in 
the context of assumed background knowledge. 
Another feature of signifying linking it to Grice's theory of implicature is its 
property of cancellability. Of the five properties of conversational implicature delineated 
by Grice 一 cancellability, non-detachability, calculability, non-conventionality, and 
indeterminacy (1989, pp. 39-40) — the first one, is in the view of Levinson, the most 
important "as most pragmatic inferences, of various different kinds, exhibit this 
property." (Levinson, 1985，p. 114) Levinson prefers however to call it 'defeasible' 
meaning, being "subject to cancellation by features of the context. (1985, p. 13) Again, 
on Levinson's refinement of Grice's model, implicatures are "directly and overtly 
deniable without a sense of contradiction." (1985, p. 115) Levinson's statement is based 
on the fact that ‘‘an inference is defeasible if it is possible to cancel it by adding some 
additional premises to the original ones." (1985, p. 114) At the same time implicatures 
"can just disappear when it is clear from the context of utterance that such an inference 
could not have been intended as part of the utterance's full communicative import." 
(Levinson, 1985, p. 115) Hence the cancellability of implicatures. It is by virtue on this 
25 
Chapter Three: Signifying and the Blues 
feature of cancellability that this discussion of the African American speech act of 
signifying will focus. 
Sperber and Wilson's Relevance Theory reduces all of Grice's maxims to one 
'super-maxim' of relevance. Whatever the general viability of Relevance Theory may be, 
there is one distinction it makes which throws light on the nature of the deniability of 
implicatures in the African American speech act of signifying. This is the distinction 
between strong and weak implicatures. Sperber and Wilson's notion of the degree of 
relevance of implicatures is calculated on the basis of the strength with which they are 
carried. They may be more or less strong or weak — "... the implicatures of an utterance 
—like assumptions in general — may vary in their strength." (1996，p. 199) This is 
based on the assumption that "[t]o communicate an assumption A is to make manifest 
one's intention to make A manifest or more manifest. The greater the mutual 
manifestness of the informative intention to make manifest some particular assumption, 
the more strongly his assumption is communicated." (1996, p. 199) The strengths of 
these implicatures are not however worked out on a precise scale�They are merely 
described as more or less strong or weak. Nevertheless there is here a valuable insight as 
to the working of implicatures, Sperber and Wilson postulate that: 
[t]he strongest possible implicatures are those fully determinate premises or 
conclusions... which must actually be supplied if the interpretation is to be 
consistent with the principle of relevance, and for which the speaker takes 
full responsibility, Strong implicatures are those premises and 
conclusions... which the hearer is strongly encouraged but not actually 
forced to supply. The weaker the encouragement, and the wider the range of 
possibilities among which the hearer can choose, the weaker the 
implicatures. Eventually... a point is reached at which the hearer receives 
no encouragement at all to supply any particular premise and conclusion, 
and he takes the entire responsibility for supplying them himself. (1996, p. 
199, my italics) 
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On the one end of the scale of the strength of implicatures it is the speaker who shoulders 
the responsibility to make his utterance absolutely relevant to the intent of the 
communicative event. On the opposite pole of the scale, however, the responsibility of 
the speaker is transferred to the hearer to sort out the inferences. By shirking this 
responsibility the speaker is then able to deny a specific interpretation, actually all 
interpretations if he chooses to, offered by the hearer if he desires not to reveal his 
communicative intent. Similarly in performing an act of signifying the responsibility to 
pick out the communicative intent is on the hearer. In the event of the signifying being 
intended to criticise the hearer, the speaker can deny having any such intention because 
the possibilities of implicatures are widened so as to allow the speaker to deny his true 
intention even if it is discovered by the hearer. 
To illustrate this speech act of signifying, as African Americans conceive of it, I shall 
draw on two experiments from Mitchell-Kernan，s study of this speech mode. The first 
example is a verbal game, while the second involves a calculated insult to an unspecified 
hearer. The first conversation highlights signifying as a form of art enjoyed by the 
participants due to the creative linguistic skills that it demands. It took place among three 
young men in their early twenties and Mitchell-Kernan, in a public park. The interchange 
is as follows: (1988, pp. 170-171) 
Young man I: Mama; you sho is fine. 
Mitchell-Kernan: That ain' no way to talk to your mother. 
[Laughter] 
Young man I: You married? 
Mitchell-Kernan: Um hm. 
Young man I: Is your husband married? 
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[Laughter] 
Mitchell-Kernan: Very. 
[The conversation continues with the same young man doing most of the 
talking. He questions [Mitchell-Kernan] about what [she is] doing and [she 
tells] him about [her] research project. After a couple of minutes of discussing 
"rapping", he returns to his original style.] 
Young man I: Baby, you a real scholar. I can tell you want to learn. Now if you'll just co-
operate a Il'l bit, I'll show you what a good teacher I am. But first we got to get 
into my area of expertise. 
Mitchell-Kernan: I may be wrong but seems to me, we already in your area of your expertise. 
[Laughter] 
Young man I: You ain' so bad yourself, girl. / ain 7 heard you stutter yet (my italics). You a 
li'I fixated on your subject though. I want to help a sweet thang like you all I 
can. I figure all the book learning you got must mean you been neglecting other 
areas of your education. 
Young man II: Talk that talk\ (my Italics) [Gloss: Ole] 
Mitchell-Kernan: Why don't you let me point out where I can best use your help? 
Young man I: Are you sure you in the best position to know? 
[Laughter] 
Young man I: I'mo leave you alone, girl. Ask me what you want to know. Tempus fugit, 
baby. 
[Laughter] 
This interchange involves the speech act of signifying because the ‘‘interchange is laced 
with innuendo" and "... it alludes to and implies things which are never made explicit." 
(1988, p. 171) The context of this interchange arises out of the three young men 
engaging and Mitchell-Kernan engaging in the verbal game. The topic of the latter part 
of the conversation seems to be about education and being an expert in some area of 
knowledge, but what this is is not made explicit. Young Man I does not at any moment 
specify any area of expertise he is in although it is clear that it has nothing to do with 
academic subjects because he suggests that the researcher, who is Mitchell-Kernan 
herself, must have neglected other areas of education apart from ‘book-learning’. Both 
parties know that this is a verbal game of innuendo carried on for its own sake; they all 
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comply with the spirit of signifying to achieve the desired result of the fun that it 
generates, though for Mitchell-Kernan it is also for the purpose of her research. It is 
especially revealing that at one point Young Man I actually comments on the researcher's 
skill of signifying by saying that “I ain't heard you stutter yet." This compliments the 
researcher's skilful ability to keep the game going. Soon afterwards Young man II 
exclaims at the versatility of his friend's skill by saying, "Talk that talk!" According to 
Mitchell-Kernan this utterance "is frequently used to signal approval of some speaker's 
virtuosity in using language skilfully and colourfully and, moreover, in using language 
which is appropriate and effective to the social context." (1988, p. 172) These two 
separate utterances indicate clearly that for the most part the interchange is carried out in 
the spirit of signifying. The participants were well aware of this fact, and they were keen 
to carry on with the game. The result for the young men was a verbal game of signifying, 
no more and no less. 
If one were to suggest that there is an implicit sexual reference going on behind 
this interchange, that is, the real, intended message, the informants can always deny this 
because the subject has never been explicitly mentioned. The first hint of sexual matter 
occurs when the subject of marriage is brought up. Responding to Young Man I's 
inquiry about the researcher's marital status, the latter's reply is one falling short of an 
affirmative *yes\ 丁his, I believe, is due to the researcher's intention to allow the speaker 
room to further develop his signifying. Predictably Young Man I follows up with a 
question posed rather than asked: “Is your husband married?" This posed question is 
syntactically sound but semantically unsound. It deliberately overthrows the established 
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definition of a husband. This, according to Mitchell-Kernan, allows the speaker to 
implicitly suggest the possibility of uninhibited behaviour. At the same time Young Man 
I was able to test whether his opponent too would be inclined to such an unorthodox 
interpretation. 
The other seeming allusion to sexual activity is Young Man Fs utterance "Are 
you sure you are in the best position to know?" What prompts this conjecture is the 
paralinguistic signals occurring in the course of this particular interchange, namely, the 
laughter. Given the fact that this utterance by Young Man I is in itself not humorous, the 
reason for the laughter must lie in the fact that in this informant's mind he is clearly 
referring not to expertise in education but in sexual matters. Moreover the term 'sweet 
thang' itself, which precedes this utterance, carries sexual connotations. Signifying, in 
other words, "depends on the success of the signifier at invoking an absent meaning 
ambiguously 'present' in a carefully wrought statement." (Gates, 1988, p. 86) Yet all 
those present seem to be 'getting5 the message, although it is not explicated The surface 
message is certainly not the intended message. It is what is alluded to that keeps the 
interchange going. The allusion in pragmatic terms would be ail inference evoked to 
arrive at an appropriate understanding of the intended message. In other words, the 
implicit message consists of a set of implicatures. 
Mitchell-Kernan observes that signifying is a ‘verbal duelling' which "encode[s] 
messages or meanings in natural conversations which involves, in most cases, an element 
of indirection." (1988, p. 165) 'Indirection' in her words occurs when "the correct 
semantic (referential interpretation) or signification of the utterance cannot be arrived at 
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by a consideration of the dictionary meaning of the lexical items involved and the 
syntactic rules for their combination alone. The apparent significance of the message 
differs from its real significance." (1988, p. 173) In the process of interpreting messages 
as involving signifying，correct inferences, or in Mitchell-Kernan5s words, 'metaphorical 
references', must be drawn by the hearer to make the act of signifying work. For the 
hearer to arrive at the intended inference, and the purpose of the speech act not to go 
awry, Mitchell-Kernan suggests that the speaker and hearer must have shared knowledge. 
This example aptly illustrates Mitchell-Kernan's view that "[signifying] is the 
cleverness used in directing the attention of the hearer and the audience to this shared 
knowledge upon which a speaker's artistic talent is judged." (1973, p. 325) This shared 
knowledge operates on two levels: firstly, "the recognition that signifying is occurring 
and that the dictionary-syntactical meaning of the utterance is to be ignored". Secondly, 
the shared knowledge "must be employed in the reinterpretation of the utterance." (1988, 
p. 174) This is evidenced by Young Man I's praise of the researcher's skill in signifying, 
and Young Man II，s interjection of "Talk that talk!" Such successful carrying out of the 
act of signifying relied on the fact that the participants co-operated with each other by 
resorting to interpreting the intended meaning via inferences based on the overt semantic 
values inherent in the apparent meaning. Such reinterpretation is essential for the 
participants to arrive at an acknowledged intended meaning though it is not explicitly 
stated. Mitchell-Kernan's assertion that the dictionary-syntactical meaning must be 
ignored is of course stretching things a bit too far, for lexical and grammatical meanings 
are necessary to serve as a base for signifying to proceed, for implicatures to be drawn. 
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In the act of signifying no meaning can definitely be 'tied down' as the intended meaning 
because the intended meaning never made explicit. No one interpretation can be deemed 
as absolutely definite and correct. The intended message of the speaker can only be 
guessed at. So what is interpreted as an insult by the hearer may be denied to be such by 
the speaker. All because of the fact that during an act of signifying the literal, semantic 
value is sidelined, though not ignored. The speaker can always deny the meaning offered 
by the hearer as one he has not intended. 
The following conversation from Mitchell-Kernan's research demonstrates more 
prominently the deniability of signified meaning due to the use of indirect inference and 
shared knowledge. This conversation took place among three women in a residence 
belonging to Barbara, one of Mitchell-Kernan's informants. Those present were, 
Barbara, Mary, a friend of Barbara, and Mitchell-Kernan (as R) (1988, pp. 166-168): 
Barbara: What are you going to do Saturday? Will you be over here? 
R: I don't' know. 
Barbara: Well, if you're not going to be doing anything, come by, I'm going to cook some 
chit'lins. [Rather jokingly] Or are you one of those Negroes who don't eat chit'lins? 
Mary: [Interjecting indignantly] That's all I hear lately — soul food, soul food. If you say you 
don't eat it you get accused of being saddity [affected, considering oneself superior]. 
[Matter of factly] Well, I ate enough black-eyed peas and neckbones during the 
depression that I can't get too excited over it. I eat the prime rib and T-bones because I 
like it, not because I'm trying to be white. [Sincerely] Negroes are constantly trying to 
find some way to discriminate against each other. If they could once get it in their heads 
that we are all in this together maybe we could get somewhere in this battle against the 
man. 
[Mary leaves] 
Barbara: Well, I wasn't signifying at her, but like I always say, if the shoe fits, wear it. 
[Barbara adds] 
I guess she was saying all that for your benefit. At least I hope she wasn't trying to fool 
me. If she weren't so worried about keeping up with here saditty friends, she would eat 
less T-bone steak and buy some shoes for her kids once in a while. 
This is a natural conversation occurring among friends. But it turned sour because at the 
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mention of 'chit'lins', a traditional part of the African American diet, the subject of the 
assimilation of white American values is brought up. This subject matter, remarks 
Mitchell-Kernan, “is far from a neutral term intraculturally. Blacks have traditionally 
shown ambivalence towards the abandonment of ethnic heritage. Many strong attitudes 
attached to certain kinds of cultural behaviour seem to reflect a fear of cultural 
extermination.'' (1988, p. 167) On the surface there seems to be a misunderstanding 
between Barbara and Mary. Mitchell-Kernan points out, however, "[a]lthough Mary 
never explicitly accuses Barbara of signifying, her response seems tantamount to such an 
accusation, as is evidenced by Barbara's denial. Mary's indignation registers quite 
accurately the spirit in which some signifying is taken." (1988，p. 168) Unlike the earlier 
signifying of the young men, which constituted a verbal game, this time, the informant, 
Mary, considers Barbara's signifying an insult�This brings out again, like the assumption 
I put forward earlier in the illustration of Mitchell-Kernan's experiment with the young 
men, a crucial factor characteristic of signifying: a certain interpretation by a hearer can 
be denied by the speaker, hence the deniability of intention. To explain the mechanism 
underlying this interchange, one of signifying, I shall resort to the Off Record Face 
Threatening Act strategy of Politeness Theory propounded Brown and Levinson in their 
study. With reference to this 'chit'lins' incident, this strategy will explain the motivation 
of Barbara's to adopt a tactic which enables her to insult Mary but without directly 
confronting her thus giving herself an 'out' by being able to deny having such intention. 
Her referring to this tactic as signifying is based on the African American notion of 
indirect speech act. 
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3. Face Threatening Acts 
Politeness Theory, as it has been developed in pragmatics, casts a dramatic light on the 
model of signifying presented by Mitchell-Kernan. The Face Threatening Act model 
proposed by Brown and Levinson is particularly relevant to Mitchell-Kernan's model. 
Politeness phenomena arise out of a basic desire Brown and Levinson call it a set of 
'basic wants' — among individuals in social interactions to adopt measures to protect 
each other's 'face'. Face is a "public self-image that every member wants to claim for 
himself." (1990 p. 61) Face is classified into two types, namely, 'negative face', which is 
"the basic claim to territories, personal preserves, rights to non-distraction — i.e. to 
freedom of action and freedom from imposition." (1990，p. 61)，and 'positive face', 
which is "the positive consistent self-image or ‘personality5 (crucially including the 
desire that this self-image be appreciated and approved of) claimed by interactants." 
(1990, p. 61) Brown and Levinson further fine tune the meaning of 'negative face, and 
'positive face' as follows: (1990, P.61) 
Negative face: the want of every 'competent adult member' that his actions be 
unimpeded by others. 
Positive face: the want of every member that his wants be desirable to at least 
some others. 
These two faces then constitute a tension residing in an individual who, in normal 
circumstances, wishes to preserve his individual space while at the same time wanting to 
be accepted into the various social environments he finds himself in. These basic wants 
are carried over to conversation, which forms part of social interaction. Brown and 
Levinson assert that there are "certain kinds of acts [which] intrinsically threaten face." 
(1990, p. 65) These are acts "that by their nature run contrary to the face wants of the 
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addressee and/or of the speaker." (1990，p. 65) By acts Brown and Levinson mean both 
verbal and non-verbal communicative acts. The technical term they give to these acts is 
‘Face Threatening Acts' (FTAs)�In doing an FTA there are broadly two strategies of 
redress, namely, 'on record' and ‘off record'. We will find that it is the off-record FTA 
strategy that is relevant to the African American tradition of signifying, for this strategy 
involves a prominent use of indirection and pragmatic ambiguity. 
4. Off Record FTAs 
The on record FTA is not of particular relevance in this thesis because what a speaker 
says goes on record to make explicit his intent. As such the intended message is 
unambiguous and undeniable for, as Brown and Levinson put it, "there is just one 
unambiguously attributable intention with which witnesses would concur." (1990, pp. 68-
69) In the instance of offering a promise to someone in a speech act situation the speaker 
asserts on record his unambiguous intention of committing himself to a particular act. 
An ‘off record，FTA, on the other hand, is "done in such a way that it is not possible to 
attribute only one clear communicative intention to the act." (1990, p. 211) The 
advantage of a speaker's adopting this strategy is to avoid an unpleasant direct 
confrontation with the hearer. Brown and Levinson5 s explanation of this strategy is that 
"thb actor leaves himself an 'out' by providing himself with a number of defensible 
interpretations; he cannot be held to have committed himself to just one particular 
interpretation of his act. Thus if a speaker wants to do an FTA, but wants to avoid the 
responsibility for doing it, he can do it off record and leave it up to the addressee to 
35 
Chapter Three: Signifying and the Blues 
decide how to interpret it." (1990, p. 211) Essentially an off record FTA is the use of 
indirect language to "say something that is either more general (contains less information 
in the sense that it rules out fewer possible states of affairs) or actually different from 
what one means (intends to be understood)." (1990，p. 211) Similarly, in an act of 
signifying the speaker hides his real intention by resorting to the indirect use of language, 
and the hearer must make inferences to guess at the clear communicative intention. Even 
when the hearer succeeds In arriving at the real message, the speaker may still deny his or 
her interpretation because of the fact that this real message has never been uttered 
explicitly in the speech act, in other words, it has never been on record. 
5. Off Record FT As and Signifying 
When one considers the signifying occurring in the above two interchanges recorded by 
Mitchell-Kernan, one can see that this speech act possesses the properties of an off record 
FTA. In the case of Mitchell-Kernan's encounter with the youths in the park, the 
underlying motivation for the entire verbal exchange rests on the fact that both parties 一 
the youths and the researcher — were aware of the game orientation of the speech act， 
which necessitates the use of indirect language. In this instance it was not a serious face 
threat factor that prompted the participants to engage in the indirect use of language in 
order to signify. Rather it was carried out in the spirit of a good-natured ‘chat，. The 
ultimate purpose was to engage one another in a verbal game of signifying, the success of 
which depends on the agile use of indirect language on the part of the participants to 
camouflage the intended meanings of the utterances. The only threat was probably the 
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fear of losing out to the opponent for not being able to match his or her verbal agility. 
Consequently they tactfully veiled the real message behind a camouflage of apparent 
messages through indirect language. As a result the surface message is ambiguous and 
the possible intended meaning could always be denied by the speaker. Therefore the 
factor of face is not as crucial as in the case of the 4chit'ins' incident. Yet the fact 
remains that indirect language and deniability of intention prevailed in the verbal game. 
The 'chit'lins' incident, on the other hand, involved a confrontation because the 
act of signifying was discovered by the hearer. The utterance that triggered Mary's anger 
was a question posed to no one in particular (the intended target hearer could be both 
Mary and the researcher or either of them. In the latter case one hearer would become an 
over-hearer. The role of the over-hearer becomes even more crucial in the discussion of 
signifying in the blues.): "Or are you one of those Negroes who don't eat chit'lins?" The 
import of Barbara's mentioning of the term 'signifying' after Mary had left is crucial. By 
adopting an African American vernacular mode of speech of signifying, Barbara was in 
fact using what pragmatics scholars would label an 'off record FT A' strategy to achieve 
her communicative intent. The fact that Barbara volunteered the term 'signifying' 
implies an awareness on her part of its having occurred. Mitchell-Kernan observes in her 
analysis that "[Mary's] response seems tantamount to such an accusation, as is evidenced 
by Barbara's denial." (1988, p. 168) 
On the reasonable assumption that Barbara did intend to signify, then, in this 
example of the African American vernacular tradition of signifying, the speaker, Barbara, 
adopted a strategy which enabled her to impart her true intention while at least partially 
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disguising it, for otherwise she would have directly threatened the intended hearer's face. 
To achieve this disguising she posed a question rather than making a direct statement or 
assertion. Included in a single, interrogative clause, her utterance, juxtaposing of the 
terms 'Negroes' and 'chit'lins', inevitably brought up the issue of racial identity. 
Barbara's question was posed in the presence of two other hearers of the same ethnicity 
who were both familiar with the traditional African American diet. Although the context 
of a cordial meal of chit' lins with friends on a weekend should by itself have no bearing 
on racial issues, a racially oriented term in this context shifts the focus of the supposedly 
neutral term 'chit'lins' so that it takes on a very definite racial connotation. With this 
strategy Barbara uses indirect language ,in Brown and Levinson's words, "to throw hints 
at the hearer in the hope that the hearer picks up on them and thereby interprets what the 
speaker really means (intends) to say." (1990, p. 213) This brings to mind Brown and 
Levinson's suggestion that the "[hearer] is left to ask himself 'Why did [the speaker] say 
that that way?"' (1990, p. 213) The hearer is then forced to resort to inferencing to 
deduce the most relevant meaning with respect to a given context of utterance. As it 
happened Mary thought that she had detected an intended message 一 that she was a 
white assimilationist — behind Barbara's utterance. She became upset, and launched a 
counter-attack. In the end Barbara was able to deny having 'signified' because signifying 
is of its nature deniable. From the perspective of Brown and Levinson's strategy of FTA-
redress, Barbara afforded herself an 'out' because her utterance was deliberately 
ambiguous. With this ambiguous element, Barbara could always deny the hearer's 
interpretation of her true intention. In other words, she could deny having signified. 
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This case of interchange illustrates the concern over the face threat factor that 
prompted Barbara to adopt the speech mode of signifying. Yet it s not entirely clear 
whom the signifying was directed against. It could be either Mary or the researcher, or 
both. If it was the former then there was a specific addressee, and the other person 
present was an over-hearer. However if there was no specific hearer intended, then the 
effect of signifying would be greatly reduced. By extension, the factor of face threat 
would not stand because Barbara would not have the worry about infringing on the basic 
wants of the persons within hearing distance. Mitchell-Kernan remarks that "the signifier 
may employ the tactic of obscuring his addressees as part of his strategy�” (1988, p�167) 
In so doing Barbara would have an added advantage of allowing herself to deny having 
signified on any particular person. 
6. Off record FTA and Signifying in Blues 
This strategy of obscuring the identity of an addressee in signifying would account for 
much that occurs in the blues. The discussion of signifying in blues in this thesis is based 
on Memphis Slim's statement that the blues singers were "signifying and getting [their] 
revenge thru songs," and said "things [they] couldn't say.”（Lomax, 1990) I take the 
latter statement to mean that there were things they could not say openly. These two 
statements were made during the part of the interview which concerned the subject of the 
oppressive conditions that befell these bluesmen, and by extension African Americans in 
general. Slim's interpretation of the blues seems, however, in my opinion, somewhat 
over generalised. It would probably be an exaggeration to say that all songs sung during 
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the blues craze were performed with the purpose of signifying. His statement does 
however give grounds for supposing that at least some, and perhaps many, were. 
A remark by another interviewee in this interview lends support to Slim's 
statement about not being able to say certain things. Big Bill Broonzy says that the blues 
were the "only way he know [sic] to say those thing. I've known guys that wanted to 
cuss out the boss and he was afraid to go up to his face and tell him what he wanted to tell 
him，and I've heard them sing those things…sing words, you know... back to the 
boss...” (Lomax, 1990) In this context of not having the means to confront the boss 
directly, the blues became a medium for them to ‘cuss out', to 'tell the boss what he 
wanted to tell him' in an indirect way. The blues in this situation took on an extra 
function. It took the place of speech events proper, The motivation however remained 
the same as in the speech act of signifying, that is, to express one's communicative intent 
but in such a manner that it was deniable due to the face threat that it posed. (The face 
threat evoked by Bill Broonzy is in fact a positive face threat.) The blues song then 
became an instrument for verbally expressing one's intention ambiguously. Like all 
human communication the communication of these blues singers was constrained by 
given social norms. The constraints of these African Americans arose from the 
relationship between labourer and boss. The roots of this dated back to the days of 
slavery themselves, These constraints manifested themselves in the awareness of the face 
threat factor uncannily revealed by Broonzy. 
Broonzy's remark suggests that the awareness of the face threat factor compelled 
the blues singers to adopt a certain strategy in expressing themselves. In so doing they 
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avoided threatening the boss's face, thus eliminating the chance of a confrontation with 
him. The method was the substitution of a speech event with a blues song. This 
substitution made possible the speech act of signifying through singing a blues song. The 
message intended, for example, to ‘cuss out' the boss must then be accordingly veiled in 
indirect language. The purpose was, again, to avoid direct confrontation with the 
hearer/boss and its ensuing consequences. Even if the hearer/boss discovered the 
intended message, the speaker/blues singer could get himself out of the situation by 
denying any such intention, for signifying is deniable. This is akin to, is in fact an 
instance of, the adoption of the off record FTA strategy giving rise to communicative 
indirection. Its aim is to avoid directly threatening the face wants of the hearer. This 
could be achieved because no clear communicative intent was expressed, so the speaker 
could not be held responsible for any specific interpretation. In other words, he could 
deny having any such intention in mind. What we have in the blues signifying is the 
transformation of an African American vernacular speech mode of expression 
(signifying) to an African American vernacular musical mode of expression (blues), a 
transformation of all the essential strategies and tactics of off record FTAs. 
As noted earlier, another crucial device in performing an act of signifying is to 
deliberately obscure the identity of the intended hearer. In the chit'lins incident, the 
intended hearer was never made known by Barbara. As the true identity of the intended 
hearer was not revealed, therefore both Mary and the researcher, the potential intended 
hearers, were deliberately treated as over-hearers. An over-hearer is never the intended 
hearer. By obscuring the identity of the intended hearer and by casting him as merely an 
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over-hearer, the speaker is able to further reduce the risk of being accused of threatening 
the face of the intended hearer. In the situation of a blues song performed with the 
intention to signify, for instance, on the boss of a cotton field, the boss was the intended 
hearer. In order to minimise the risk of directly threatening the boss' face, the blues 
singer must thus obscure this intended hearer's identity. Consequently the boss, the 
intended hearer, would be treated as an over-hearer. Admittedly recorded blues songs 
from the time of the blues craze had as their target audience African Americans, and the 
white Americans widely regarded the genre as unbecoming and hardly listened to it. 
There was still the reality that a blues sung with the intention to signify on the oppressive 
society could reach the ear of the white majority, one way or another. Apparently the 
record producers, recording engineers, and the talent scouts were frequently exposed to 
this music. Henceforth evasive strategies were necessary to avoid unpleasant 
consequences. By adopting the speech mode of signifying in the blues, blues singers 
were in reality performing off record FTA, that is, speech, or rather ‘ song’’ acts involving 
a marked indirection necessitating quite radical inferencing on the part of the hearer to 
guess at the communicative intent, which in Mitchell-Kernan's words would be the 'real 
message'. The overriding motivation of both these strategies, that of a high degree of 
indirection in general and of the obscuring of the identity of the intended addressee(s) in 
particular, is that, with skilful handling, any interpretation can be denied. 
7. Signifying and Call-and-Response 
Two further features of the speech act of signifying as it occurs in blues merits attention. 
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One such feature is the call-and-response structure inherent in the blues lyric and its 
relationship with the listener; the other is the prominent use of the accompanying guitar 
as a 'metaphorical' speech act partner. First, call-and-response has long been an 
established mode of expression in African oral and musical performance arts, just as it 
had been in Greek theatrical performances. It is also an inherent feature of the blues 
genre. “The African predilection for call-and-response performance was reflected in 
poetic form as well as in musical form..." (Southern, 1997, p. 17) According to Eileen 
Southern call-and-response is "a favourite performance practice involv[ing] a lead singer 
supported by one or two others, or by a group, functioning as a chorus to sing refrains. 
This resulted in musical structures in antiphonal style 一 that is，alternating solo vs. solo， 
or solo and small ensemble，or solo and group ~ for which modern scholars generally 
use the term call-and-response.“ (1997, p.15) 
The call-and-response structure can also be metaphorically applied, as in the case 
of the ‘speaking' guitar which will be dealt with in the next section, to the signifying 
speech act in the blues. The structure is itself an exchange between the singer and his 
audience and/or musical instruments with the latter responding to the singer's message. 
The difference between a musical response and a verbal response is that the former is 
initiated by the singer himself while the latter is carried out by the audience. Naturally in 
the former instance the message is encoded in purely musical notation at the discretion of 
the singer himself. In the latter instance the signifying act is typically manifested by 
short interjections from the audience in a live performance, for example, on a street 
corner, in a barrelhouse, or in one of the Saturday 'rent house' parties where blacks 
43 
Chapter Three: Signifying and the Blues 
congregate and entertain themselves alongside the music performed by blues singers. 
These interjections from the audience are mostly emotionally-charged exclamations or 
interjections which acknowledge the real/hidden message intended by the singer. The 
collective acknowledgement comes about because of the shared background knowledge. 
These acknowledgements can, again, like the 'talking，function of the guitar, express 
either the apparent or real signification. In the case of an apparent signification the 
audience will be going along with the ‘game’ initiated by the singer. But if the 
interjection is intended as a real signification, the game of signifying will then be flouted, 
thus ruining the intention of signifying. However since both the audience and the singer 
belong to the same minority group, and signifying is an accepted African American 
notion of speech act among the group, it is probable that the interjections made by the 
audience will be in accordance with the rules of verbal duelling. 
The advent of commercial records, and the blues craze resulting from it, however, 
brought about a change in the singer/audience relationship, and, in turn, in the signifying 
speech act. Blues signifying now becomes a solo performance. A listener or sporadic 
groups of listeners now take the place of an audience, a term I use to refer to listeners in 
live performances. There is no longer the tete-a-tete intimacy of a live performance. 
Direct responses from the other interlocutor are all but obliterated. For the signifying to 
succeed the blues singer has now to rely solely on his musical accompaniment and the 
stanzaic structure of the blues itself. 
The most frequent stanzaic downhome blues structure is the aab verse form. Of 
the call-and-response embedded in the stanzaic structure, Charles Keil observes that the b 
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line "resolves in some way the thought reiterated in the first two [lines]." (1970, p. 51) 
Oster's view on call-and-response echoes that of Keil's: "the third line, which rhymes 
with the first and second, resolves the thoughts expressed in them 一 if they express grief, 
it gives a reason for it, or it concludes the verse in startling or epigrammatic fashion." 
(1976, p. 60) Evans puts forth a similar view by asserting that u[t]here is the 'blues logic' 
of the b line 'answering' the a line." (1982, p. 31) The views of these three blues 
scholars point to the fact that, in addition to the dialogue between a singer and his musical 
accompaniment, an internal call-and-response also occurs within a stanza. 
Ramblin' on My Mind 
I got rambling : I got rambling on my mind 
I got rambling : I got rambling on my mind 
Hate to leave my baby : but you treats [sic] me so unkind1 
Robert Johnson's ‘Rambling on My Mind' is one example of these writers' notion of the 
b line answering and/or resolving a line in an aab stanzaic arrangement. By stating his 
mental condition in the opening couplet, Johnson goes on to explain in the b line the 
cause of his restless mind. He is going to leave his lover, and the cause of parting is his 
being treated unfairly by the lover. Here the b line gives the reason for the a lines. In 
Blind Lemon Jefferson's 'Struck Sorrow Blues' for instance the b line is the furtherment 
of an event begun in the a line: 
Struck Sorrow Blues 
I'm going away : now don't you want to go 
1 Transcriptions of Robert Johnson's lyrics in this paper are from the accompanying booklet in the CD set. In my 
opinion its transcription is by far the most reliable. For Blind Lemon Jefferson's lyrics I resort to Bob Groom 
(1970) and Michael Taft's (1983) works. Though discrepancies between the two are not infrequent, and missing 
words and incorrect transcriptions also appear, so far there is none to better complement their collections. 
Transcriptions of lyrics other than Johnson and Jefferson are cited from respective sources as they occur. For a 
general discussion on the difficulty in blues lyrics transcription and its linguistic challenge, Peter R Aschoff s 
(1988) article offers some insightful views. 
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I'm going away : now don't you want to go 
I'm going to stop at a place : I have never been before 
The blues logic of the b line answering the a line in a stanza constitutes the features of an 
isolated speech act, the basic requirement being that at least two interlocutors 一 one 
speaker and one hearer 一 must be present. But this speech act is different from one that 
ordinarily takes place between two or more interlocutors. The singer takes on both the 
roles of the speaker and the hearer. 
We can therefore propose that a typical recorded downhome blues song serves 
also as a springboard for a blues singer to launch his signifying act as is pointed out in the 
Lomax interview by Memphis Slim. In this case, however, signifying is not carried out 
by two or more participating interlocutors. It is the singer himself who takes on these 
roles. To carry out a speech act of signifying in a blues song requires that an indirect 
message, 'alternative message' in Mitchell-Kernan's words, is conveyed through the 
delivering of an apparent message which serves as a pretext for the ‘alternative message'. 
The speech act is also manifested in the form of the internal structure of the individual 
stanzaic units, By joining together these separate stanzaic units, the singer establishes a 
central theme. However there are occasions when a theme is manifested through isolated 
stanzas rather than the whole set of verses in the song. In the words of Mitchell-Kernan 
the theme will then be the topic which serves as a pretext for a signifying act to take 
place. Once a topic is chosen, a theme is established, the blues singer constructs 
messages with a view to hiding the real message beneath the apparent message. The real 
message is intended for the consumption of those who share the same background 
knowledge, and is always in principle deniable. It will, in terms of Relevance Theory, be 
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a weak, or even markedly weak, implicature or set of implicatures. 
8. Signifying and the Guitar 
In recorded downhome blues, a singer also carries out his signifying act with thelielp of 
his musical accompaniment, in the case of Blind Lemon Jefferson and Robert Johnson, 
the acoustic guitar. It is a general notion that musical instruments produce musical notes 
that closely correspond to the feelings of the player. In downhome blues the instrument 
of choice is commonly the guitar. The singer has command over the guitar's ability to 
express his feelings. Although the instrument is also used to decorate the melody of a 
song regardless of the factor of feeling or emotion，this is of no concern here since this 
thesis aims at the discourse analysis of blues lyrics rather than their musical aspects. The 
guitar is certainly as much a musical instrument as it is a blues singer's metaphorical 
speech act 'partner'. Yet the guitar can metaphorically talk to the singer�Apart from 
providing musical accompaniment to a song, it can respond to the message uttered by the 
singer — it can 'comment', ‘contradict,, 'ridicule' or 'accentuate' what the singer has 
uttered. The 'talking' of a guitar consists in the evocation of human vocal qualities 
through guitar-playing techniques. Apart from the conventional practice of holding down 
the strings on the fretboard of the guitar with the fingers, a musician can also push a 
string, or more than one string at a time, to the side of the fretboard and stretch and 
release it. This then alters the pitch, either lower or higher, of a note before its resonance 
fades out. The effect evoked is that of a human voice with its gliding and sliding pitch 
alteration. Another technique used to evoke human vocal quality involves the use of the 
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handle of a spoon, a pocket knife, bottleneck or any hard and flat object. By sliding this 
object up and down the strings with the left hand while the right hand picks or strikes the 
notes as in glissando, the voice-like effect is further emphasised. In downhome blues, the 
musical instruments of choice were guitar and harmonica because they were convenient 
to carry around. The former however was more popular. The preference for it was due 
mainly to the fact that it was and still is less expensive than, say, a piano, to come by. 
There were many instances where a guitar is assembled out of cheap and easily available 
materials. It was preferred to a harmonica because it could be played at the same time as 
when the singer sang. 
In expressing his feelings and thoughts through individual or combined notes 
produced by the guitar, the singer is pragmatically communicating extra-semantic 
meaning. In an emotionally charged song，'Preaching Blues，，for instance, Robert 
Johnson constructed a verbal duelling between himself and the guitar as participants in a 
dialogue (a detailed discussion of signifying in this song will appear in Chapter 4). After 
singing the first line of the couplet in the fourth stanza, Johnson makes three utterances -
"Do it now", "You gon' do it?", and "Tell me all about it." At the end of each of these 
utterances, the guitar is made to give a response. Johnson did this by highlighting the riff 
of the guitar notes making these notes stand out. These notes then function as a response 
from the guitar. This gives the effect of a talking guitar. Also of interest is the title of 
this song. To preach is a speech act in its own right. It necessitates the performance of 
persuasion and to convince. In fact earlier Johnson has uttered "Yes, preach them now" 
in the third stanza. And the person who is to do the preaching is the guitar, for again it is 
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the guitar that verbally responds to the speaker's directive. The guitar's verbal response 
is of course only metaphorically verbal because the instrument has come to be the 
speaker's imagined participant. Since the guitar functions as a musical accompaniment 
as well as a speech act participant, it can also be a participant in an act of signifying, 
though its role remains imaginary through the subjective interpretation of the singer. 
In an act of signifying intended by the singer, the guitar is likewise treated as an 
imagined verbal participant. He creates an illusion of conversation with the guitar as a 
participant in the speech act. The exchanges between the singer and the guitar are 
musical signifying. What this means is that the non-verbal properties of the musical 
notes issuing from the guitar are translated into verbal properties with semantic value. 
This process of translation is an imaginary intellectual activity in the mind of the singer in 
the assumption that a speech act of signifying is intended by the singer and his chosen 
verbal participant is the guitar. Under this imaginary speech act the singer, now a 
speaker, treats the guitar as one who shares the same background knowledge needed to 
get the act of signifying going�The musical instrument then becomes someone who can 
talk and signify. It thus metaphorically fulfils the role of a verbal partner in the speech 
act of signifying. 
With the guitar, and in an act of signifying, the singer then establishes a topic with 
which to convey his real significance, or intended message, under the guise of an 
apparent significance, or the surface message. When it is the guitar's turn to respond to 
the singer's utterance, the singer takes on his other role as the imagined co-participant 
and remarks on his own utterance. This corresponding utterance from the guitar produces 
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musical notes and phrases instead of verbal signification because the guitar is incapable 
of formulating any human utterance�The musical signification produced by the guitar 
then comes to stand for both the apparent and the real signification for the singer. In the 
course of this instance of a speech act, part of the verbal communication, that is, the 
corresponding utterance meant by the co-participant, is converted entirely into abstract 
music notation�The guitar then comes to be an instrument for the blues singer to realise 
his need for a co-participant to make the signifying speech act complete. 
There are also instances when a guitar is made to reproduce or imitate sounds that 
bear no relation to human voice and feelings. For instance in Johnson's 'Ramblin' on My 
Mind' and Jefferson's 'Sunshine Special' the guitar is made to imitate the sound of an 
approaching locomotive. The sound of howling wind made by the guitar can be heard in 
Johnson's 'Come on in My Kitchen'. In the case of the guitar's ability, or rather the 
ability of the singer to reproduce or imitate non-human sounds with his guitar, the sound 
of the locomotive imitated is not exactly the sound of a locomotive. Rather it is the 
singer's subjective interpretation of the sound of the locomotive produced through his 
guitar to the best of his ability. The purpose of this device is largely to enhance the 
overall effect of a song. Yet in the context of a song it would be simply 'unmusical' for 
the singer to imitate the sound of a locomotive through oral tricks. It would merely sound 
odd and comical. The closest reference he could make to suggest the approaching 
locomotive would be to sing or utter hear the locomotive coming" or "I hear the sound 
of an approaching locomotive" thus fulfilling the semantic purpose of the intended 
signification (here used in the general linguistic sense). The guitar's imitation of the 
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sound of an approaching locomotive and howling wind however adds to the urgency of 
the situation in the former while the latter accentuates the emotional quality of the 
message in the lyrics. In general the imitation of non-human sounds through musical 
instruments is expressionistic at best. 
In the context of a speech act engagement the guitar, then, becomes the other 
voice alongside that of the singer�It serves as an imagined verbal participant when an act 
of signifying is intended by the singer. The guitar has no authority of its own because it 
cannot make any utterance on its own. It is forever an imagined participant, and an 
inactive one in that it cannot initiate a speech act. The instrument is essential for the 
blues singer chiefly because of its musical properties, but it can also function as an 
imagined verbal partner in the event of signifying. 
9�Signifying and 'I5 in Blues Recordings 
The popularity of recorded downhome blues also brought about significant changes to a 
blues singer's perception of himself and to the community of African Americans at large. 
With a record under his name, the blues singer was now a person with a name which 
connoted something more. He saw himself as no longer as an anonymous person 
relegated to the black (w)hole. This promoted a sense of his own worth. In Ben Sidran's 
words, the bluesman could now adopt an 'assertive posture5. (1972, p. 50) Consequently 
the voice of the singer evoked a sense of prestige and self-worth. This sense of self-
importance was accorded not only to the singer, it also attached itself to people of the 
same race. The listeners would recognise the voice as being one of their own because 
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recorded downhome blues embodied the spirit of the freed slaves' collective experience. 
The singer's voice was no longer confined to the cotton fields, levees, and rickety sheds 
behind the—ranch. This voice was now given free movement. In the space that it had 
traversed, it kept with it the marks of African American solidarity. This voice also helped 
consolidate the identity of the members of its race. When the singer uttered '7 got the 
blues this morning, babe,，，surely the collective ear of the listeners must have 
acknowledged it automatically and responded by saying "Yeah!" 
The T is a profound phenomenon in the blues genre. Blues singers almost 
always sing in the first person�It is not easy to imagine a blues singer singing the blues 
in the third person narrative mode. Many blues researchers contend that the blues is 
highly autobiographical, and that what the bluesman sings is drawn from his direct, 
personal experience. This view is also supported by blues singers themselves, who have 
often said that they sang the blues when they had the blues. Yet there is equally 
substantial evidence for the view that one does not necessarily have to have the blues to 
sing the blues. Titon, himself an advocate of the latter opinion, gives an insightful 
evaluation on this. After all, blues is a form of entertainment. The " f in blues lyrics can 
well be "a character, an actor, a persona created by the singer." (Titon, 1994, p. 40) In 
addition, considering the fact that the convention of downhome blues composition 
consists of borrowing stock phrases or whole stanzaic units from traditional materials 
which also carry the first person narrator, this 'T' in blues lyrics is not a reliable 
indication of the autobiographical nature of blues. Yet by uttering "Yeah!" in consensus, 
the listeners are actually implying that this I is us. This voice signifying self-worth is 
52 
Chapter Three: Signifying and the Blues 
heard over and over again in the levees, cotton fields, and juke joints filling the 
oppressive heat of the night and giving a glimpse of light to the black (w)hole. 
This ray of light presented itself in the form of identity，despite the fact that this 
identity was coloured with a racial hue by the music industry. This process of acquiring 
one's identity involves the acquisition of power just as to signify is to acquire power; for 
if to signify is to revenge, then one must have some power to carry out the revenge. 
Samuel Floyd's observation on signifying with regard to power acquisition is of 
particular relevance. He suggests that “[i]n the black vernacular, Signifyin(g) is 
figurative, implicative speech... Signifyin(g) is a way of saying one thing and meaning 
another; it is a reinterpretation, a metaphor for the revision of previous texts and figures; 
it is tropological thought, repetition with difference, the obscuring of meaning — all to 
achieve or reverse power (my italics), to improve situations, and to achieve pleasing 
results for the signifier, not the signified." (1995，p. 88) Without an identity a freed slave 
was an invisible man. Phonographs changed that Bluesmen were given credits for the 
songs they recorded. Record companies even put out advertisements announcing new 
releases of these singers. Their names were splashed prominently across the flyers, which 
also included the equally eye-catching typography of the phrase ‘Race Records'. The 
names stood for identity, and with it power. But for these singers the power was not 
meant to be wielded against the inimical forces of oppression. It was the kind of power 
synonymous with prestige and self-worth rather than the political and physical 
connotations with which the word are most frequently associated. 
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10. Signifying and Spirituals 
Now seems an appropriate time to look at how the speech act of signifying works in 
spirituals, in order to give a more comprehensive overview of this oral African American 
tradition of indirect communication�Apart from the assertion made by Memphis Slim 
about signifying in the blues, other evidence also points to the fact the African slaves 
used to sing spirituals as a means to send discreet messages to fellow members. The 
most compelling yearning of these people was to escape to freedom. The spirituals were 
used to disguise messages, which were deemed rebellious or undesirable by the white 
bosses. For instance, a spiritual might contain messages about the wish to flee to other 
countries. Speaking of the African slaves forging a new language in order to create a new 
reality, Geneva Smitherman remarks that "this African-derived style of speaking in 
indirect (author's italics) and even ambiguous ways led to the creation of, for example, 
the Negro spirituals. These songs based primarily on the biblical Old Testament and sung 
by long-ago darkies on slave plantations, where 6steal away to Jesus5 and 'this train is 
bound for glory' referred not so much to the Christian journey as to the journey from 
slavery in America to freedom in Canada." (1984，pp. 102-103) This example illustrates 
the creative use of a conventional biblical text as an apparent message to convey a real 
message. "They used the slave master's word, but not his meanings." (1984, p. 102) The 
indirect message could only be understood and correctly interpreted by the people from 
the same social group. 
Eileen Southern quoted Frederick Douglass, an ex-slave, abolitionist, orator, and 
journalist, as saying "We were, at times, remarkably buoyant, singing hymns and making 
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joyous exclamations, almost as triumphant in their tones as if we had reached a land of 
freedom and safety. A keen observer might have detected in our repeated singing of 
"O Canaan, sweet Canaan, 
I am bound for the land of Canaan" 
something more than a hope of reaching heaven. We meant to reach the north - and the 
north was Canaan. 
Another song that inspired Frederick Douglass to escape from slavery: 
"I thought I heard them say, 
There were lions in the way, 
I don't expect to stay 
Much longer here. 
Run to Jesus — shun the danger — 
I don't expect to stay 
Much longer here 
was a favourite air, and had a double meaning. In the lips of some, it meant the 
expectation of a speedy summons to a world of spirits; but in the lips of our company, it 
simply meant, a speedy pilgrimage toward a free state, and deliverance from all the evils 
and dangers of slavery.，，（1997, pp. 143-44) 'Steal Away to Jesus' collected in The 
Norton Anthology of African American Literature (Gates, Henry Louis & McKay, Nellie, 
1997, p. 13) is a traditional spiritual which Eileen Southern cites as one "the slaves had 
been singing for years with special meaning when an escape plot was in the air." (1997, 
p. 144) 
steal away, steal away 
steal away to Jesus 
steal away, steal away home 
I ain't got long to stay here 
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steal away, steal away 
steal away to Jesus 
steal away, steal home 
I ain't got long to stay here 
my lord, he calls me 
he calls me by the thunder 
the trumpet sounds within a my soul 
I ain't got long to stay here 
steal away, steal away 
steal away to Jesus 
steal away, steal away home 
I ain't got long to stay here 
steal away, steal away 
steal away to Jesus 
steal away, steal away home 
I ain't got long to stay here 
green trees a bending 
po' sinner stand a trembling 
the trumpet sounds within a my soul 
I ain't got long to stay here 
oh lord I ain't got long to stay here 
To the ear of their oppressors the song merely expressed the singer's wish to be delivered 
to Jesus in return for the atonement of his sin. It also points to the transitional nature of 
life on earth. The pragmatic inferencing in this song works on two levels for the slaves: 
first, with reference to revelation in the biblical tradition; second, the slaves' immediate 
experience. In other words, the former refers to the remote 'there', and the latter the 
immediate 'here'. 
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The metaphors 'home，and ‘here，would signify for a European American 
'heaven' and 'this life on earth5 which agree with their religious belief. But for the slaves 
they bear secondary signification. 'Home5 for them is freedom, or freedom in Canada 
according to Southern; and ‘here, signified 'the life of slavery'. In the world of European 
Americans the concept behind the metaphor "ain't got long to stay here" would mean that 
life on earth (‘here，）is a transitory existence ("ain't got long to stay") while the terms 
'home' and 'Jesus' would represent eternal life. It would mean for them the deliverance 
from this transitory life to an eternal life in heaven. But the experience that contributed to 
the conceptual domains of 'here' and 'life on earth' was very different for the slaves. For 
them they also meant a life of racial suffering and the loss of freedom. The same applies 
to the concept of 'home' and 'Jesus'. Clearly there was no home to speak of for the 
slaves. Their home was not here but there in Africa�Similarly the term 'Jesus' was for 
them a concept which represents more than its biblical meaning. The context which gave 
shape to their experiences and concepts were different from that of their European 
American counterparts. The correspondences between the conceptual domains of 'here' 
and 'life' and 'home' and 'Jesus' were more complicated for them than for their bosses. 
Because of this conceptual difference the pragmatic force was also different. In the 
perspective of American slave history the implicatures of the freed slaves were decidedly 
different from the European Americans. At the outset they did not share the same 
background knowledge. They occupied the opposite pole of the social hierarchy, one of 
master and slave. The word of God may carry different sets of implicatures for each 
different ethnic group. For instance, Moses for the slaves will, apart from the 
57 
Chapter Three: Signifying and the Blues 
conventional biblical association, have the extra meaning of a person who one day will 
deliver them from slavery. Moses then refers not only to the Promised Land but also to 
freedom from slavery. 
Spirituals carrying embedded messages took advantage of pragmatic inference. 
This means that a system of inferences was devised to hide the intended messages from 
European Americans, The apparent meaning of the lyrics according to Mitchell-Kernan 
"serves as a key which directs hearers to some shared knowledge, attitudes, and values or 
signals." (1988, p. 173) The word 'key' in this statement would then constitute a sign 
by which the hearers are signalled to look out for the real meaning for their own 
consumption. An appropriate inference is needed to decipher the real message. The 
process of furnishing a message with extra meaning or implicatures involved what 
Mitchell-Kernan in her study of signifying speech acts calls ‘metaphorical reference' or 
‘indirect intent,，or better still, extra meaning. The singer used the metaphorical utterance 
"steal away to Jesus" as the basis for an inference to 'escape to freedom'. The term 
'Jesus' is itself a metonymy for heaven. Freedom in the sense of being freed from 
slavery is arrived at through a metaphorical process: 'steal away，. The phrase is a 
mapping from its source domain to the target domain of 'doing things in secret'. To the 
ear of the slaves this becomes a code for 'escape' . The lexical forms ‘calls，，'thunder% 
and 'trumpet' in the third stanza could also be the basis for inferences directing the hearer 
to the sound of whistle and locomotive generated by the train which would take them to 
freedom in Canada eventually. This association is made in conjunction with the 
legendary 'Underground Train' (Southern, 1997, pp. 142-143) organised by the 
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abolitionists which arranged for the slaves to escape to Canada. 
Having explained how African Americans used the creative manipulation of 
linguistic skills in the spirituals to hide real messages whose discovery by the white 
owners would threaten the slaves' own safety, I shall now turn to the lyrics of Robert 
Johnson and Blind Lemon Jefferson to look at how they utilise similar linguistic skills to 
speak their minds but without directly confronting the bosses. The result is an oral poetry 
steeped in the African American vernacular tradition. Owing to its usually strict formal 
structures, rigid rhyme scheme, the blues genre is highly stylised. Contrasting with these 
stable elements is the varying flow of meters, improvised interjections and interplay with 
the musical instruments. The use of everyday, mundane imagery conjures up emotions of 
longing, despair, betrayal, joy and hope. In the instance of signifying, there is a wider 
range of implicatures thus offering more possible interpretations. This in turn produces a 
greater variety of poetic effects. On the other hand, as a result of the possibilities of 
weak implicatures and deniability of signifying, a host of interpretations are possible� 
Therefore the analysis and resulting interpretation of the lyric contents of the songs of 
Jefferson and Johnson in the following chapter is, strictly speaking, conjectural. Yet it 
still provides evidence, if not absolutely conclusive evidence, supporting Memphis Slim's 
claim that to sing the blues is to signify, and of the artistic merits of that signifying. 
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1. Robert Jonhson (1911-1938) 
iSMe and the Devil was walking side by side，， 
Robert Johnson made his mark in downhome blues records in November 1936, but his 
recording career lasted not more than one year. His last recording session was on a 
Sunday in June 1937.1 Like Blind Lemon Jefferson he died under mysterious 
circumstances — the former probably from a heart attack in Chicago though it is 
contradicted by some, the latter killed by someone whose identity nor motive was 
unknown. His entire output came to twenty-nine songs, all recorded in the south. His 
music was little known during his time. Despite the relatively small repertoire of his 
music he was posthumously named one of the most influential figures in the blues genre. 
The anecdote that consistently accompanies the mention of his name tells of his affinity 
with the Devil The story has it that he traded his soul with the Devil in order that he 
could play some mean blues. Probably this myth was born out of the fact that three of his 
songs are titled: 'Preachin' Blues (Up Jumped the Devil)', 'Hellhound on My Trail' and 
'Me and the Devil Blues'. The last song begins with the stanza: 
Me and the Devil Blues 
Early this mornin' : when you knocked upon my door 
Early this mornin' : when you knocked upon my door 
1 Apart from lyric transcriptions the booklet in the CD set offers reliable information pertaining to the history of 
Robert Johnson, as well as a critical review of his music. 
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And I said, "Hello, Satan : I believe it's time to go." 
Apart from such imagery as sex，alcohol, and rootlessness, popular in downhome 
blues, Johnson's music is imbued with an honesty not found in Blind Lemon Jefferson's 
music. 'When You Got a Good Friend' is an illustrious example. .Except for a few songs 
in which sexual allusions and casual relationships with women are the main theme, many 
of his songs are peppered with bleak yet powerful imagery of death and intense suffering. 
His music gives the impression of a shy, introspective person who would not know how 
to express his feelings in normal circumstances. It is as if in the blues he eventually 
found an outlet for his pent-up emotions. The following discussion of instances of 
signifying in some of his songs will bear evidence to this. The act of signifying discussed 
in the light of blues lyrics in this thesis differs from the signifying speech act in that the 
latter occurs in the form of a sequence of verbal exchanges between active participants. 
Signifying in blues, on the other hand, is not necessarily a series of exchanges in the 
context of a given topic. It can appear in isolated utterances. Memphis Slim's claim that 
the blues is signifying is in my opinion based on the fact that the blues allows he African 
Americans to speak his mind even when criticising white Americans, although the 
messages must be veiled in order not to offend them on occasions. The blues is for him a 
means to express his grievance and frustration in a veiled manner. When compelled by 
consistently inimical circumstances, especially of servitude, one does not risk his life or, 
in a less extreme case, livelihood confronting the master face to face. 
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“Blues walking like a man ” 
By beginning this chapter with a song, 'Preachin' Blues (Up Jumped the Devil)' that 
seems to contain no evidence of signifying, the purpose is to present in the words of a 
downhome blues singer the spirit and sentiments of this genre�Of all the songs of the 
two artists discussed in this thesis, only in this song can one find lyric devoted entirely to 
the exploration of the theme 'blues'. Above all, in this song Johnson explains what blues 
is. This song is about a state of being. This state is a state of suffering. Blues is a 
suffering. The result is a poignant, existentialist interpretation of the blues. 
Preachirf Blues (Up Jumped the Devil) 
I's up this mornin' : ah, blues walkin' like a man 
I's up this mornin' : ah, blues walkin' like a man 
Worried blues : give me your right hand 
And the blues fell mama's child : tore me all upside down 
Blues fell mama's child : and it tore me all upside down 
Travel on, poor Bob : just can't turn you 'round 
The blues : is a low-down shakin' chill 
Mmmm : is a low-down shakin' chill 
You ain't never had them : I hope you never will 
Well, the blues : is a achin' old heart disease 
(spoken) Do it now. You gon' do it? Tell me all about it. 
The blues : is a low-down achin' heart disease 
Like consumption : killing me by degrees 
I can study rain' : oh, drive my blues away 
I been study in' the rain and : I'm 'on' drive the blues away 
Goin' to the 'stil'ry : stay out there all day 
1 According to the CD booklet containing the transcription of this lyric, the underlined are phonetically correct, but the 
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The narrator translates the blues into a series of personifications and metaphors: 
"blues walkin' like a man", "worried blues, give me your right hand", "the blues fell 
mama's child, and it tore me all upside down，，，"The blues is a low-down shakin' chill", 
"the blues is a [sic] achin' old heart disease, like consumption killing me be degrees". 
There is no indication as to the specific incidents which contribute to the narrator's 
predicament. Through metaphorical inferences, the blues becomes a person and a 
disease. At first the blues is personified as a reliable person who, being upright, ‘walks 
like a man'. The Blues Man would also give a helping hand when beckoned: "Worried 
blues, give me your right hand." But this soon proves to be an illusion for this person, 
the Blues Man, has caused suffering to the narrator; "Blues fell mama's child, and it tore 
me all upside down.” The Blues Man is also a "low-down shakin5 chill" and a "low-
down achin' heart disease”. As far as the narrator can see there is no way to alleviate his 
pains, so the narrator，in his utterance directed at himself, asserts, "Travel on, Poor Bob, 
just can't turn you round." In a frenzied moment in the couplet in the last stanza, the 
narrator is determined to drag himself out of the quagmire of suffering. He determinedly 
declares he would "drive the blues away!" This sudden show of power unfortunately 
proves short-lived. In reply to this couplet his resolution to the blues logic is escapism: 
"Goin5 to the ‘stil'ry，stay out there all day/9 Musically the urgency of the guitar 
accompaniment fades out as soon as the singer reaches this line. The vocal delivery of 
the line is also in a resigned tone, with drawn out vocal phrasing. 
This song is not so much about what the blues means as what it is. It is about the 
reality of a blues situation. The song opens with the simile "blues walkin' like a man". 
meaning remains obscure. 份 
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The narrator mistakes this man as one who can be trusted: "Worried blues, give me your 
right hand." But contrary to his expectation, this is a mere illusion. The Blues Man, 
turns out to be a person capable of violence and of inflicting harm on the narrator. The 
blues, then, entails physical and mental suffering�The contradictory nature of the 
conceptual metaphor expressed by the simile "blues walking like a man" in the opening 
stanza and the rest of the blues metaphors inferring the evil-ness is built on the binary 
structure similar to the kind-hearted and evil-hearted woman in 'Kindhearted Woman 
Blues', which will be discussed in a moment. It is the illusory versus the real. The 
subtitle of this song ‘Up Jumped the Devil9 relating the listener to the Pandora box effect 
sustains this illusory effect. What this song expresses is the causes which give rise to the 
narrator's emotional and physical turmoil. These causes he attributes to human factors, 
especially the evil-ness of man. 
This evil-ness is by no means illusory. A sense of the ‘realness，of the narrator's 
situation is evident in the spoken interjection "Travel on, poor Bob. Just can't turn you 
round." By addressing the singer, who is Bob himself, directly, the narrator, who is 
essentially a fictional speaker, reminds the listener that this is not a fictional situation. 
Spoken interjections are often used to accentuate urgency and intimacy. But they can 
also serve the function of impressing on the listener the identity of the speaker/singer. By 
attaching the identity of the narrator to that of the speaker/singer, the listener can relate 
emotionally to the speaker/singer in a more intimate manner. As such a sense of 
'realness' is automatically evoked. In this perspective the narrator is reflecting on a 
reality of which he is a part. The content of this interjection implies also that his fate has 
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been cast, and that there is no way out of his predicament. 
The utterance "blues fell mama's child, tore me all upside down" in the second 
stanza suggests the narrator's vulnerability and the Blues Man's violence. Association of 
frailty of the heart, and a feeling of chill inflicting the heart come to mind in "The blues is 
a low-down shaking chill" and "the blues is a low-down achin’ old heart disease". The 
adjective ‘old’ in this context suggests a chronic illness. Hence it is not a new discovery 
on the part of the speaker; he has known about it all along�The conditions the speaker is 
being subjected to are violent and contagious; and they are caused by outside factors that 
it is impossible for the speaker to find a cure. The only foreseeable solution is the 
obliteration of the senses through intoxication 一 "Goin' to the 'stil'ry, stay out there all 
day". It is the obliteration of the sense of the real, but it does not in reality contribute 
anything to resolve his predicament. Alcoholism is indeed a popular form of escapism in 
the blues genre as well as in the real life of these descendants from slave ancestry. Many 
a time blues singers sing of driving the blues away by turning to alcoholic intoxication or 
seeking solace in speakeasy joints. One such example is Nick Nicholls's 1929 recording 
of ‘Riverside Blues' (Oliver, 1963, p�196): 
Riverside Blues 
Heard somebody knocking, wondered who it could be 
Heard somebody knocking, wondered who it could be 
Nobody but the mail man bringing me misery 
He gave me a letter, here's what the letter said 
He gave me a letter, here's what the letter said 
Come home at once, your baby's almost dead 
Say, I went to the river, got drunk as I could be 
Say, I went to the river, got drunk as I could be 
To forget my baby and all my misery 
65 
Chapter Four: Robert Johnson and Blind Lemon Jefferson 
Say, I liquored up there, but it done the trick 
Say, I liquored up there, but it done the trick 
Make me forget the blues and my do-de-lee-do 
Johnson's interpretation of the blues situation is a state of being which binds him 
both mentally and physically. This state is one which the Devil in the guise of a helpful 
being plays havoc on the singer, and eating him up by degrees. The solution to 'drive the 
blues away' is a delusion just as the Pandora Box is an illusion. At best it offers a 
fleeting glimpse of relieve from the suffering. The reality is beyond the power of the 
singer to rectify. 
“She must be in Ethiopia somewhere" 
Having established a blues situation according to Johnson's interpretation, I shall now 
proceed to other instances in which speech acts of signifying occur. The message of 
power acquisition and identity affirmation is embedded in 'I Believe I'll Dust My Broom' 
as the message of signifying. This message also comes closest to the idea of blues as a 
means of positivisation of negation mentioned in Chapter 2 Blues Genre. 
I Believe I'll Dust My Broom 
I'm gon' get up in the mornin' : I believe I'll dust my broom 
I'm gon' get up in the mornin' : I believe I'll dust my broom 
Girl friend, the black man you been lovin' : girlfriend, can get my room 
I'm gon' write a letter : telephone every town I know 
I'm gon' write a letter : telephone every town I know 
If I can't find her in West Helena : she must be in East Monroe, I know 
I don't want no woman : wants every downtown man she meet 
I don't want no woman : wants every downtown man she meet 
She's a no good doney : they shouldn't 'low her on the street 
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I believe : I believe I'll go back home 
I believe : I believe I'll go back home 
You can mistreat me here, babe : but you can't when I go home 
And I'm gettin' up in the mornin' : I believe I'll dust my broom 
I'm gettin，up in the momin' : I believe I'll dust my broom 
Girl friend, the black man you been lovin' : girlfriend, can get my room 
I'm gon' call up Chiney : see is my good girl over there 
I'm gon' call up China : see is my good girl over there 
'f I can't find her on Philippine's Island : she must be in Ethiopia somewhere 
The song opens with the utterance "I'm gon' get up in the morning". This is a frequent 
expression in the blues genre. It is also an appropriate opening line in that it opens up 
infinite possibilities for blues singers to conjure up events or emotions that will take their 
course. Possibilities are in abundant supply. The narrator here explores all the 
possibilities and the available means of reaching towards his destination. This song 
however defies the stereotyped blues metaphor of what I call the morning blues syndrome 
when the singer wakes up to find himself confronted with his predicament. That is to say 
he finds himself in a defensive position. But this is not the case here in this song. This 
time the narrator is in a reversed situation. He wants to explore possibilities for a way out 
of the quagmire. 
This sense of possibility is expressed in the choice of tense. The lyrics to this 
song are made up almost entirely of utterances referring to an immediate future, a 
possible situation. The use of future progressive tense indicates situations are all "future 
fulfilment of present situation" but not "future result of present cause". (Quirk et al, 1985, 
p. 214) And the words are "chiefly associated with personal subjects and agentive 
verbs." (Quirk et al, 1985, p. 214) These agentive verbs are 'get up's 'dust', 'write'5 
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'telephone', 'find，，‘go，，and 'call up'. These agentive verbs point to the narrator's sense 
of eagerness to engage in the said activities. Even in the negative assertion “I don't want 
no woman [who] wants every downtown man she meet [sic]”，the sense of urgency is 
complemented by the firm attitude implied in the negative form of the stative verb ‘want，. 
This song contains signifying about identity and power. The apparent message is 
a trans-national search of the ideal woman 一 a ‘good girl'. The search is prompted by 
the narrator's disappointment at being mistreated by a woman. In both the second and the 
last stanzas the narrator is determined to go on a search. The object of his search is two-
pronged. In America the object of his search is his 'girl friend，，whereas in the trans-
national search is his 'good girl'. The former, though a girlfriend, is invariably attributed 
with non-desirable qualities. There is, on the other hand, almost no description of the 
latter except for the reference 'good girl'. 
The keys to uncovering the hidden message, or communicative intent, of the 
signifying are mainly in the fourth stanza. To fully understand the implicatures in the 
perspective of signifying about identity and power, however, inferences must also be 
made elsewhere in the lyrics. On the signifying about Identity, first, there is a reference 
to Africa: this is the land where Johnson's ancestors came from. This reference to Africa 
is the name 'Ethiopia' which appears in the very last line. Equally important is the fact 
that Ethiopia is where the speaker/singer is certain that his ideal woman, the ‘good girl， 
will be. Johnson might not have known where Ethiopia exactly is but he certainly knew 
that it was somewhere in Africa. The location designated-terms: home, West Helena, 
East Monroe, China, the Philippines, and finally Ethiopia easily brings to mind 
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nationality, a notion closely related with identity. At the same time, the juxtaposition of 
‘here' and 'home' in the last line of this stanza suggests a contrast: the 'here' is not the 
'home'. In view of the various references to locales，the term 'home' can well be an 
inference to the singer's roots rather than the home where one finds shelter and sets up 
life. 'Home' in the sense of roots then comes to represent the singer's identity. Similarly 
the identity of the 'good girl' is being hinted at，not explicitly stated. The phrase 'black 
man' in the first stanza also draws a listener's attention to the issue of racial identity. 
Thus in this song the lyrics are laden with inferences of identity, or more specifically, 
racial identity. The implicature of 'here is not home5 then suggests a wish of the singer to 
return to his roots where his identity will be firmly rooted. Hence the signifying about 
identity. 
The reason for the speaker/singer's to say “I believe I'll go back home" is that he 
does not want to be mistreated. He sees home as a place where he will be safe from 
mistreatment. Mistreatment entails a sense of powerlessness on the part of the victim. 
As the implicatures deduced from the fourth stanza is 4here is not home', the singer's 
wish to avoid mistreatment in 'here' suggests his powerlessness in the face of unfair 
treatment he is subject to. By inference, once he is 'home', where his identity is 
unambiguously established, he will have hold of the power needed to keep mistreatment 
at bay. From the angle of 'mistreatment' the implicature of the utterance in question is 
the absence of power in a locale where the singer's is subject to; but he envisions once he 
is back where his roots are and where he is able to assert his identity, he will be able to 
regain his power. As explained earlier power comes with having one's identity clarified. 
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Having achieved this he acquires power. This then is a future possibility envisioned by 
the singer: the longing to gain what has been denied him in his adopted home in America. 
To say thi—s outright might invite unpleasant consequences especially when it falls on the 
ear of the European Americans. To avoid unforeseen troubles the singer disguised the 
addressee of complaint in the line containing the word 'mistreatment' as the girl friend. 
In so doing he has avoided a direct confrontation with the intended addressee. Similarly 
the hidden message of ambiguous identity and absence of power which give raise to his 
being mistreated is alluded to rather than explicated. This thus further reduces the chance 
of the intended complaint being discovered. These tactics are what pragmatic study 
would label off record FTAs as they include the disguising of the intended hearer and the 
use of inferences. At the same time these tactics of indirection to camouflage intended 
message with apparent message would be called signifying by African Americans. 
The singer makes possible the signifying about ambiguous identity and absence of 
power by inferences of nation-oriented locales, and associates mistreatment with these 
locales. The apparent message is the singer's two-pronged search of his girlfriend and the 
ideal woman on the American soil and across the world respectively. The intended 
message is what is signified through these implicatures: L Here is not my home, and 2, 
To gain what has been denied him in his adopted home in America, namely, power and 
the affirmation of identity. Because of these implicatures this song actually describes the 
process of positivisation of negation. Positivisation is to rectify an unfavourable situation, 
to re-gain what is being denied. This process is itself a process of signifying for to 
signify is to remedy. In this case it is to regain what one is deprived of, namely’ identity 
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and power. 
“I，s worried about how you treat me，baby，I begin to think. ” 
Mistreatment is a common enough theme in the blues. Johnson used this subject as a 
means to signify�This subject matter is generally used in downhome blues to reflect the 
cause of the breaking up of a relationship between a man and a woman. Of the two sexes 
it is more often the man who complains of being mistreated. There are times when the 
male regrets having done wrong to the female, but it is not as frequent. Mistreatment in 
‘I Believe I'll Dust My Broom' implies the loss of power with respect to one's physical 
locale. In a land which is not his roots and where his identity cannot be asserted because 
of racial factors, he is prone to be subject to mistreatment. He is essentially treated as an 
alien, one whose existence is deemed inessential in regard to his or her worth. As such 
the problem of mistreatment of the freed slaves can be attributed to the absence of power, 
and by extension, ambiguous identity. To survive life's intrigues, one needs power and 
identity. 
For a downhome blues singer, or for that matter, any freed slave of African 
ancestry, this was a situation they had to face up to. They were aliens being subject to 
mistreatment This is for them a fact of life because their collective identity was forever 
ambiguous. A1 Jolson，in his painted ‘black face', parading in front of a white audience 
crooning songs derived from African American tradition points to the precarious nature 
of these people's collective identity. As recently as the 90s debates about the identity of 
the people born of African slave ancestry have still not ceased. In her article, "'What is 
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Africa to Me?": Language, Ideology, and African American' in 1991, Geneva 
Smitherman begins her article with "[t]he relationship of Black Americans to ‘Mother 
Africa' is—being raised anew and in a broad public forum as the national Black 
community struggles with the call to move from the racial designation 'Black' to 'African 
American.'" (1991, p. 113) She goes on to suggest that "[t]he societal complexity of the 
Black condition continues to necessitate a self-conscious construction of identity (my 
italics)" (1991, p. 117) By this she means "consciousness and ideology are largely the 
products of... Sociological Construction of Reality." Although her discussion involves 
the added complexity of people sharing dark skin but not all being the descendants of 
African slaves, one such example is the later voluntary migrants from South America, she 
highlights the forever indeterminate identity of these African Americans. 
This racial identity derived mistreatment was not overtly expressed in downhome 
blues lyrics. The subject matter took on disguise for fear of provoking further 
persecution from the European American majority who wielded the power of oppression 
over the African American minority in the south. The most convenient device to mask 
the object of complaint was, from the perspective of a male singer, a woman figure. The 
complicated chemistry that makes up the human relationship between a male and a 
female represents for the blues singer a similarly delicate analogy with that of the 
European American majority. In reality European American generally saw himself as the 
master of these aliens. On the other hand the freed slaves had an ambiguous sense of 
self-worth because they had been uprooted and transplanted in an alien soil, and they, 
being aliens, did not have a definite identity. They were powerless aliens vulnerable to 
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social injustice, and were relegated to the receiving end of mistreatment. In blues songs 
depicting a failed male and female relationship, the male is frequently the party being 
mistreated, while the female is from time to time endowed with wicked qualities. In 
modern days this egoistic attitude will no doubt be branded as male chauvinism. This can 
be traced to the psychological effect of the servitude which was borne by the burden of 
slavery. "Since black men have historically been emasculated by White America, black 
folk place a very high premium on masculinity." (Smitherman, 1977, pp. 62-63) In the 
case of the blues, the narrator often sees himself as being the object of wilful 
mistreatment, and he himself is the innocent party incapable of doing wrong to the 
female. Admittedly the reverse is also the case when the singer laments and repents his 
misdeeds. But this did not occur as often in downhome blues. The treatment of the T as 
the object of mistreatment enabled the singer to give vent to his frustration over his 
predicament. If the singer intended a given song to be a vehicle to signify social injustice 
from which he was suffering, or in Memphis Slim's words "to speak his mind" (Lomax, 
1990), the preferred choice of figurative presentation, that is, the apparent signification, 
would be a woman figure. Moreover his relationship with the opposite sex would also 
bear similar traits to that of the master and slave because both involve human interactions 
that necessitate tact. 
Apart from 'I'll Dust My Broom，, the word mistreatment or its antonym is 
mentioned in another five of Robert Johnson's total of twenty-nine songs. They are 
'Kindhearted Woman Blues', 'Ramblin" on My Mind', 'When You Got a Friend，， 
'Walkin' Blues', and 'If I Had Possession Over Judgement Day'. In all but one song the 
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narrator is at the receiving end of mistreatment from a woman. The rest involves the 
narrator's lament over bad or unfair treatment at the hands of a woman. As a song 
bearing eyidence of signifying, however, ‘Kindhearted Woman Blues' offers especially 
interesting reading in this regard, more so than ‘I Believe I'll Dust My Broom'. Two 
versions of the song have been issued for public consumption. Both versions are largely 
the same except that in the second version an extra stanza is added on to the end. On the 
whole there is not any significant change to the overall message of the song. 
Kindhearted Woman Blues 
I got a kindhearted woman : do anything in this world for me 
I got a kindhearted woman : do anything in this world for me 
But these evil-hearted women, man : they will not let me be 
I love my baby : my baby don't love me 
I love my baby : my baby don't love me 
But I really love that woman : can't stand to leave her be 
Ain't but the one thing : makes Mister Johnson drink 
I's worried 'bout how you treat me, baby : I begin to think 
Oh babe, my life don't feel the same : you breaks (sic) my heart when you call Mister 
So-and-So's name 
She's a kindhearted woman : she studies evil all the time 
She's a kindhearted woman : she studies evil all the time 
You well's to kill me : as to have it on your mind 
(take 2) 
Some day, some day : I would shake your hand good-bye 
Some day, some day : I would shake your hand good-bye 
I can't give you anymore of my lovin' : ' cause I just ain't satisfied 
The song is essentially about the narrator's desolation about a woman's way of 
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treating him. The way the narrator is being badly treated is manifested in these 
utterances: 
1. "These evil-hearted women, they will not let me be" 
2. "You breaks [sic] my heart when you call Mister So-and-So's name" 
3. "She's a kindhearted woman, she studies evil all the time" 
The woman with contradictory qualities is not uncommon in early downhome blues. 
These dual qualities attract and yet repel the narrator�The repellent quality in this case is 
the evil-ness of the woman. This woman "studies evil all the time" (utterance 3). It 
implies her calculating manner in her control of the narrator. This utterance also 
reiterates the contradictory qualities of the woman as in the Blues Man in 'Preachin' 
Blues (Up Jumped the Devil). It is built on the premise of an illusion turning into a 
tormenting reality. Apart from being unfaithful to the narrator, this woman also possesses 
the know-how of the evil. The narrator's resolution in take 1 of the song is to die under 
the influence of this woman than being controlled by her. The second version, on the 
other hand, is the narrator's leaving the woman on his own accord despite his preceding 
vow. This appended stanza does not seem to fit the overall development of this song� I t 
might probably be a separate stanza Johnson remembered from somewhere, and added to 
the song on the spur of the moment. In any event this song echoes the evil quality of the 
Blues Man who is capable of disguise and malicious tricks. Again, the narrator is the 
victim of this force of evil. 
Mistreatment in this song is manifested in the narrator being controlled by the 
kindhearted woman who studies evil all the time. This subject matter is again used here 
to signify about power, or rather, the lack of power. In other words, mistreatment is 
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merely the apparent message in the song. The key to the hidden message lies in utterance 
1. While the entire song refers to a singular woman, the third line in the opening stanza， 
which is utterance 1，“…these evil-hearted women" is clearly not about one woman. The 
fact that it is in the plural while it is only one single woman that the narrator is speaking 
of throughout the song makes this utterance stand out as unusual, as if the narrator was 
trying to lay claim to some import in this utterance. This deviation may well be a pointer 
to the act of signifying. The apparent meaning of this line describes the influence of 
these women over the narrator. The implicature of this utterance is therefore the 
servitude the narrator is being subject to. But the implicature of utterance in the 
preceding couplet suggests the influence the narrator has over the 'kind-hearted5 woman 
in such a way that she will "do anything in this world for [him]." Hence utterance 1 
expresses a reversed situation in which the narrator becomes powerless in the face of the 
force of evil represented by "these women". 
This inference of servitude is however counterbalanced by the narrator referring to 
himself as "Mister Johnson”，which is also the singer himself. By naming himself despite 
his unfortunate predicament, the narrator is in effect attempting to acquire or affirm his 
own identity and also his worth. The importance of naming is suggested by Smitherman: 
"What's in a name, then? Everything, as we acknowledge that names are not merely 
words but concepts which suggest implications, values, history, and consequences 
beyond the word or 'mere' name itself." (1977, p. 42) Hence the self-reference device in 
this case is in itself an inference of one's worth and respect. The formalisation of the 
term of address by prefacing his name with 'Mister' commands respect, therefore one's 
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worth. The worthiness of the narrator's identity is accentuated by the naming of his rival 
as "Mister So-and-So" in the same stanza. The implicature of the term "Mister So-and-
So" usually refers to the significance of someone thus highlighting the importance and 
self-worthiness of the speaker. 
To say openly about powerlessness which gives rise to servitude, and his wish to 
reclaim self-worthiness, Johnson can be held responsible for complaining about the 
oppressive social environment in which he was a part. In view of this criticism he 
adopted the tactic of signifying. In the process he obscured the target of his criticism by 
replacing it with the identity of "evil-hearted women”�Thus making it look like a song 
about unrequited love. The subject matter of complain, that is, the real message, is also 
veiled in such a way that it is only through inference can one discover its real intent. Like 
‘I Believe I'll Dust My Broom' this strategy is in effect an off record FTA strategy. The 
adoption of this strategy arises out of a concern for being accused of threatening the face 
of the intended hearer. In this case the intended hearer is really the members which made 
up the collective force that ill treats the narrator. 
The lyrics of this song is composed of highly structuralised images of 
contradicting qualities especially the foregrounded parallelism in the first two stanzas and 
the last stanza in take 1 • (The penultimate, in my opinion, stanza in take 2 is an 
incoherent appendage.) The third stanza, with an apparent absence of such structure, is 
however skilfully compensated by the contrast of "Mister Johnson" and "Mister So-and-
So". 
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"...in some long, long distant land. ” 
This is the only song in Johnson's entire repertoire which on the surface is optimistic, and 
in which love is expressed with passionate sincerity. It is also deliberately romantic, the 
better to decorate it as a love song. But pessimism still underlies the message of the song. 
It contains an act of signifying. 
Honeymoon Blues 
Betty Mae, Betty Mae : you shall be my wife some day 
Betty Mae, Betty Mae : you shall be my wife some day 
I wants [sic] a little sweet girl: that will do anything that I say 
Betty Mae, you is my heartstring : you is my destiny 
Betty Mae, you's my heartstring : you is my destiny 
And you rolls [sic] across my mind : baby, each and every day 
Li'I girl, li'I girl: my life seem so misery 
Hmm, hmm-mmm, little girl: my life seem so misery 
Baby, I guess it must be love, now : hoom-mmm, Lord, that's takin' effect on me 
Some day I will return : with the marriage license in my hand 
Some day I will return : hoo hoo, a marriage license in my hand 
I'm 'on' take you for a honeymoon : in some long, long distant land 
As in 'I Believe I，ll Dust My Broom' the signifying in this song is about the 
yearning to assert one's power because he has none although there is no mention of 
mistreatment. The hidden message is to be discovered through Johnson's indirect use of 
language, or inferences. On the surface this is a love song. The narrator used cliched 
metaphors "you is [sic] my heartstrings" and “you is [sic] my destiny" to express his 
obsession for Betty Mae. The misery he is suffering he deduces "must be love". But 
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further consideration suggests there are hidden messages behind this love song. On 
closer inspection pessimism pervades. The yearning for love is apparent in this song. 
However—the seemingly platonic love is marred by the selfish motivation in the utterance 
in the b line of the first stanza. The inference of this utterance is the narrator's hope to be 
in the position of a master，and the woman he is intended to marry would be his servant, 
rather than a lover. By inference he wants to be in command. To command one must 
have relevant power. The fact that he wants power indicates he has no power. Therefore 
he fancies a change — to become a master rather than be a servant. This is expressed 
indirectly through the relationship with the woman, and is embedded rather than 
explicated in this utterance. 
The ideal situation envisioned by the narrator is perceivable only when a locale 
other than the present one is feasible. There lies elsewhere in the lyrics another inference 
that can be drawn with respect to the signifying in the b line of the first stanza. It can be 
found in the phrase "in some long, long distant land" in the last stanza. Here the woman 
with whom the narrator is in love merits a name, Betty Mae. Unlike the dubious qualities 
Johnson attributed to the woman in 'Kindhearted Woman Blues', his ideal woman this 
time is clearly identified. The narrator actually calls out his lover's name as soon as he 
begins to sing. In his address to his lover, he declares his determination to marry her. 
But this wish is undermined by the uncertainty of the adverbial phrase ‘‘some day". The 
foremost intention of his wish to marry is however revealed in the 'blues logic', that is 
the line containing the signifying above. Marrying this woman, which would 
metaphorically enable the narrator to reverse the master-and-servant relationship, is 
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feasible only when there is a shift in geographical location. In an uncertain time in the 
future the narrator envisions himself, marriage license in hand, taking his fiancee to 
"some long, long distance land" for the honeymoon. Therefore it will take place not in 
the present locale, which, presumably, is America. This geographical conditioning 
echoes the ideal locale Johnson envisions in 'I Believe Fll Dust My Broom'. There, 
Johnson foresees the completion of the positivisation process through the acquisition of 
power and affirmation of identity once he is in Ethiopia. It is not inconceivable that 
Johnson was actually referring to Ethiopia or Africa in 'Honeymoon Blues'. Whether it 
be the African continent or not, the inference is clearly that it is not somewhere in 
America for the "long, long distance land" has to be somewhere outside of America. 
Despite the uncertainty expressed in the adverbial phrase "some day" in both the first and 
last stanza, the vision which occupies the narrator's mind is certain. As Betty Mae, this 
time a clearly identified woman, provides for the narrator a conceptual means for him to 
escape from servitude, the real message of a longing to escape from servitude is signified 
in the form of Betty Mae who is the narrator's ‘destiny，； and who is on the mind of the 
narrator "each and every day." For the narrator the "every day" is the reality he has to 
live with whereas "some day" is where his wish lies. His wish is to be fulfilled not here 
but there in "some long, long distant land." Instead of openly expressing his wish to be a 
master, one with power, the narrator only hints at it through a relationship with a woman 
figure. The impossibility to achieve this is again indirectly referred to in the phrase 
‘‘some long, long distant land" which is the only foreseeable possibility. The 
impossibility is reinforced by the indefinite adverbial "some day". By hiding these 
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messages through inference the narrator, or rather Johnson, was able to avoid being held 
responsible for commenting on his dissatisfaction with his reality, one which he was 
subject to— mistreatment. By undertaking an act of signifying Johnson was able to voice 
his dissatisfaction and expressed his longing which might even be regarded as subversive 
by certain European Americans. If the true communicative intent was discovered he 
could deny it for he was essentially adopting a speech act strategy which, in all its 
features, resembles the off record FTA tactic. 
Having now discussed how Johnson, through the use of such imagery of home, 
mistreatment, and the dual qualities of woman, used the blues to signify about identity, 
roots, and the power to survive hardship, I shall now turn to Blind Lemon Jefferson and 
examine his preferred subject matters when he signifies. 
2. Blind Lemon Jefferson (1897-1929) 
“I been all over the world，， 
Much has been said about the influence of Blind Lemon Jefferson on the blues genre. 
The fact that he was among the most popular of recorded downhome blues singers，and 
his influence on this genre was far reaching does not compensate for the sadly inadequate 
research done on his music. As far as I have been able to ascertain there is not yet a 
single book devoted to the study of his music. The earliest available document on the 
artist was the thirty-five page booklet compiled by Bob Groom under the aegis of the now 
defunct British journal，'Blues World’，in 1970. This was the first ambitious attempt of 
any kind published about Jefferson in one single volume. However the content of this 
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booklet was devoted only to the transcriptions of sixty-five of songs, though by itself this 
was a laudable effort at the time of its release despite subsequent transcriptions of the 
lyrics from various sources over the years since. There have been sporadic articles and 
essays on the singer since then, but none so far have contributed to any significant 
analysis of Jefferson's contribution to the genre, especially from the perspective of 
literary study. This scant amount of study of Jefferson's music may be due to the paucity 
of available material on the history of the artist. Considering his popularity and influence 
on other blues artists, information pertaining to his history is surprisingly little, unlike 
Johnson on whose background and music an increasing amount of work has been carried 
out posthumously. A film has even been made of his otherwise short life. Nevertheless 
the first ever Blind Lemon Jefferson festival held in November last year in Fort Worth, 
Texas, which is near the Couchman community where Jefferson was born (Uzzel, 1988, 
p. 22) should, I hope, be the beacon for future study of Jefferson's music. 
The music of Jefferson creates the feeling of a cosmopolitan man who is well 
versed in the way of the world. In 4DB Blues', for instance, he sees himself as a ladies' 
man cruising around in a ca r� I t is said that after establishing himself as a popular 
recording artist, and because of his blindness, he hired a chauffeur to drive him around in 
his car. He did away with travelling on a train and opted for taking an aeroplane to South 
Carolina in 'Long Distance Moan,. This is probably due to the fact that he had spent a 
considerable amount of time in Chicago by then, his three-year career having given him 
the sense of a cosmopolitan identity. 
Like most downhome blues, the majority of Jefferson's songs fall into the 
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category in which a broken relationship is the subject matter; and sexual allusion is 
prominent. He also wrote songs about historical events like the Civil War ('Wartime 
Blues'), and the great flood in Memphis (‘Rising High Water Blues'). Compared with 
Johnson, Jefferson's choice of imagery has a playful and, at times, mischievous quality 
especially when it comes to the matter of sex. In ‘Cat Man Blues' the narrator is 
suspicious that his woman or wife is having an affair with another man at his home. This 
man he nicknames ‘Cat man': "I've been all over the world : I've taken all kinds of 
chance/I've never seen a cat: come home in a pair of pants". These offer but a few 
glimpses of how Jefferson sees himself. This attitude is reinforced in 'Chock House 
Blues'. Commenting on the fine features of a woman, he adds "she ain't never learned 
Lemon's rule." His songs give a much greater impression of self-confidence than those 
of Johnson do. Instances of signifying are seemingly less frequent in Jefferson's music, 
though his output exceeded Johnson's by more than three times. The explanation may 
well be that he was simply not interested. It may also be the case that being an 
established blues entertainer, he was more aware of the importance of commercial 
considerations than to risk his already successful status as a downhome blues performer. 
However, because of the small amount of information available on his life, all such 
explanations must be somewhat conjectural. The fact remains however that instances of 
the speech act of signifying do not occur as often as in Johnson. Nevertheless, Blind 
Lemon does employ the image of the 'ocean' and its variants to signify on freedom and 
humanity to great effect. 
83 
Chapter Four: Robert Johnson and Blind Lemon Jefferson 
“I feel like jumping in the ocean. ” 
The use of ocean imagery is a departure from the popular image of roaming overland on a 
train in downhome blues. A train is land-bound. In America a train does not leave the 
continent, and from the perspective of the twenties, it would forever be land bound, and it 
still is. The train imagery in downhome blues often conjures up an association of 
restlessness and continuous searching. It also conveys a sense of freedom of movement 
in an otherwise freedom-less society. Admittedly a train at that time was by far the best 
possible means to travel long distance. As the bluesmen's favourite trains take them from 
place to place, there is not always specific or permanent destination associated with them. 
They serve in the main in both American and African American literary traditions as a 
symbol for an unsettled way of life, whether voluntary or involuntary. Robert Johnson 
carries this theme of wandering overland to the extreme in 'Me and the Devil Blues': 
Me and the Devil Blues 
You may bury my body : down by the highway side 
(spoken) Baby, I don't care where you bury my body when I'm dead and gone 
You may bury my body : down by the highway side 
So my old evil spirit: can catch a Greyhound bus and ride 
Even when the narrator's body is consumed by oblivion his spirit does not get a rest. The 
roaming search continues. Destination unknown. 
The ocean, on the other hand, is boundless. Unlike the land there are neither 
visible boundaries nor demarcation lines separating nations. Even when there is such an 
imposition it exists only on the sea charts and on a conceptual level. As far as the human 
eye can see there is a oneness to the world, instead of a world circumscribed by national 
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boundaries and ethnical denomination. At the same time that it conveys a boundless 
universe, the ocean implies a locale, a destination whereas the train, itself a means of 
travel, suggests an unsettled way of life. It is in this aspect that it differs from the 
imagery of wandering frequently associated with the train. Because of the distinction 
between the specific and non-specific destinations implied in the ocean and train imagery 
respectively, as a destination the former may also convey the idea of roots while the latter 
conveys that of rootlessness. 
An ocean is also an idyllic locale. This idyllic destination is expressed in no 
uncertain tone by the narrator at the beginning of Teddy Bear Blues': 
Teddy Bear Blues 
I'm going to make friends : with the fish in the deep blue sea 
I 'm going to make friends : with the fish in the deep blue sea 
And stop the Chicago women : from arguing over me 
Come here pretty mama : going to take you across the pond 
Come here pretty mama: going to take you across the pond 
I'm going to make my stop in Italy : where the monkey-man don't belong 
These women in Chicago : they like their fashions and forms 
These women in Chicago : they like their fashions and forms 
But these women from Nashville : swear they just won't be long here 
I said fair brown : let me be your Teddy Bear 
I said fair brown : let m'e be your Teddy Bear 
Tie a string on my neck : and I'll follow everywhere 
The signifying of harmony in humanity and privilege are embedded in the first 
two stanzas The embedded message is the assertion of the fact that in America the 
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narrator does not have the power needed to ensure a privilege from which he is excluded 
by harassment. The reason for the narrator's fantastical expression in the first couplets is 
his cynical view of women. In the following stanza the narrator sees himself crossing the 
"pond" to escape harassment In these two stanzas instances of signifying can be found. 
The signifying is about the attainment of harmony in humanity and privilege which 
implies being free from harassment. First, the first stanza, the women are supplied with 
location specific information. They are from the northern and southern cities of Chicago 
and Nashville. The narrator's intended "friends in the deep blue sea" are non-gender 
specific — they are described merely as "friends". In his description of his ‘real, world 
however the women are locale specific�The juxtaposition of gender specific women in 
America and non-gender specific friends reflects an underlying desire to do without a 
specific locale which the narrators finds to his dislike. The substitution is one in which 
the narrator can mingle with the inhabitants no matter what their gender is. In 
substituting "friends" for "women", the narrator has moved on from the specific problem 
of male-female relationship to the larger issue of human relationship. This relationship is 
one of human harmony as suggested in the term "friends". This human harmony can be 
attained, in the fantasy of the narrator, in the "deep blue sea". And it is here in this idyllic 
locale that the narrator wishes to find solace. 
Moreover by making friends with the fish suggests a life in harmony with the 
inhabitants in this idyllic locale. The infinitive "to make" in the utterance indicating the 
narrator's preference for the sea also implies his initiative in befriending the sea 
inhabitants of the ocean. He further envisions an ideal situation in which his destination 
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will be furnished with humanity�Hence the personification of the fish as his human 
friends. After all humanity is the basic ingredient of human beings regardless creeds, 
ethnicity, and gender. The fantastical situation is an environment whereby humanity 
counts as chief sustenance in a wholesome life. The inference of the opening couplet 
then suggests the attainment of an existence in which one is in harmony with humanity. 
Contradicting this notion of oneness of humanity expressed in the opening couplet 
however is the element of exclusivity suggested in the second stanza. Here the narrator 
addresses his lover expressing his intention to take her "far across the pond where the 
monkey-man don't belong". In this event this line seems to have no bearing on the 
context of humanity. But it shares the same implicature of an ideal situation where the 
narrator will be free from trouble, though the nature of the trouble is not explained. 
Moreover the ‘sea，figures in both utterances as the chief medium to serve a purpose. 
The purpose is for the narrator to aspire to an ideal situation. This utterance — “going to 
take you across the pond" — echoes the utterance of "Going to take you across the water 
where that brownskin man can't go" in 'Shuckin' Sugar Blues' (instances of signifying in 
this song will be discussed in detail below). Here in 'Teddy Bear Blues' a specific 
destination is expressed. This pond is the Atlantic Ocean for the narrator goes on to 
explain in the b line "I'm going to make my stop in Italy where the monkey-man don't 
belong." Again, like the utterance in 'Shuckin' Sugar Blues', exclusivity is implied. To 
exclude someone from participation in something suggests the possession of a certain 
privilege. This in turn implies the possession of the relevant power needed to achieve a 
privileged status. Hence the implicature of the exclusion of someone from a locale 
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suggests the possession of power. To gain this he leaves America and goes to Italy, only 
then can he enjoy the privilege of exclusiveness. This is a movement from one continent 
to another; and the name of a nation is specified. The juxtaposition of this country name, 
Italy, with the names of two American cities highlights the identity of nation. It is 
America the narrator imagines himself fleeing from. The inferences of harmony in 
humanity and privilege are embedded in the first two stanzas. The content of these 
inferences are viewed as absent from the experience of the narrator; hence his fantasy for 
them. It therefore signifies that in America the narrator does not have the power needed 
to ensure a privilege from which he is excluded from harassment. Again, like Johnson's 
examples, the message of signifying contains disappointment of deprivation. In other 
words, it is a form of negation. By signifying about these negations, Jefferson was in fact 
reclaiming what was due him. This thus fulfils the process of postivisation of negation. 
In the course of which the intended expression of discontentment and cynicism is veiled, 
and can be discerned only through inferences. It is veiled because Jefferson could not 
express his discontentment of America in an overt fashion. 
“Goin，down with the whales，and the mermaids make love to me.“ 
Elsewhere in Jefferson's repertoire the personification of fish appears twice in the form of 
a mermaid. A mermaid is a mythical creature. To befriend or marry a mermaid is 
wishful thinking. But since this mythical figure is so steeped in the consciousness of 
civilisation, a sense of fanciful reality, though by nature illusive, does posit itself in the 
heart of one's subconscious. By legend a mermaid inhabits a space, or rather a non-
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space, where there are neither national boundaries nor racial differentiation. Within this 
space one is free to roam whenever one wishes. Moreover one is in harmony with 
humanity—and the universe. The inference to be drawn from the figure of a mermaid is 
also the freedom that this mythical figure connotes. The freedom symbolised in a 
mermaid is significantly different from that of the train imagery. The former connotes a 
freedom in the Utopian sense while the latter is less perfect because it takes place in a 
confined space, which is, for the blues singers, the American continent. The freedom this 
overland roaming connotes is aimless because of the non-destination of wandering. It 
also derives directly from a desire to escape from the confinements of life. 
In these two utterances Jefferson used the mermaid imagery to carry out acts of 
signifying about his yearning for freedom and humanity. The mermaid imagery appears 
in two separate utterances, one in 'Stocking Feet Blues' and one in 'Dynamite Blues'. 
The utterances are respectively: 
1. 'Stocking Feet Blues': "She got hair like a mermaid in the sea" 
2. 'Dynamite Blues': "Going down with the whales, and the mermaids make love to me" 
The common background of these two utterances arises out of the narrator's 
disappointing experiences with women. Utterance 1 has the narrator likening his dream 
woman to a mermaid. But in utterance 2 the progressive form of the agentive verb "go" 
implies determination and immediacy. 
The subject of 'Dynamite Blues' is the narrator's imagined revenge on the 
mistreatment inflicted on him by a woman he loves. This song is charged with 
surrealistic imagery. In his revenge the narrator imagines himself as a fire-eater spewing 
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fire at the woman. The punishment for his crime in return will be being squeezed into a 
cannon, probably an image borrowed from the circus trick popular at that time. He 
himself as the cannon ball will be blown into the ocean where he will be at one with 
Utopia. Utterance 2 occurs in the b line of the last stanza. The aa lines preceding this is: 
"I'm going to get in a cannon, and let them blow me out to sea." Again here the notion of 
oneness with the ocean is on the mind of the narrator. In this surrealistic setting humanity 
still figures predominantly for the narrator. He has the whales to accompany him to the 
sea and his need for the opposite sex is satisfied in the form of the mermaids. 
These two utterances indicate the narrator's preference for the ocean as a means to 
fulfil his fantasy. The fantasy arises out of the narrator's relation with the woman he 
loves and the mistreatment he suffers because of her. The ocean represents freedom, and 
more importantly, the element of ‘human-ness5 its marine creatures represent. Hence by 
inference the ocean serves for the narrator as a specific destination where he enjoys in his 
imagination the freedom it offers and, equally important, the factor of human-ness 
manifested in its marine creatures. Hence the inferences in utterances 1 and 2 suggest a 
yearning for freedom and in the company with that part of humanity that is at one with 
human harmony. These were subject matters regarded as taboos from the point of view 
of non-ethnic African Americans because they were among those who were deprived of 
these elements in life. Consequently in commenting on these subjects Jefferson must use 
inference to express his innermost thoughts and feelings. Through this indirect use of 
language, Jefferson was able to signify in the tradition of African American vernacular 
speech. 
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In another song 'Shuckin' Sugar Blues' Jefferson uses the metaphor “cross the 
water" to suggest a boundary, having crossed which, he will be free from harassment. 
.Shuckin ' Sugar Blues 
I've got your picture : and I'm going to put it in a frame 
I've got your picture : and I'm going to put it in a frame 
And then if you leave town : we can find you just the same 
Now if you don't love me : please don't dog me around 
Now if you don't love me : please don't dog me around 
If you dog me around : I know you put me down 
I know my baby : thinks the world and all of me 
I know my baby : thinks the world and al of me 
Every time she smiles : she shines her light on me 
Oh I said fair brown : something's going on wrong 
Oh I said fair brown : something's going on wrong 
This here woman I love : she's done been here and gone 
Oh listen fair brown : don't you want to go 
Oh listen fair brown : don't you want to go 
Going to take you across the water : where that brownskin man can't go 
Lord I'm worried here : worried everywhere 
Lord I'm worried here : worried everywhere 
Now I just started home : and I'll not be worried there 
Lord I'm tired of being married : tired of this settling down 
Lord I'm tired of being married : tired of this settling down 
I only want to stay like I am : and slip from town to town 
In this song Jefferson made use of locales to contain inferences which bore the 
real message of the signifying. The term "water" here can refer to a river, a lake, sea or, 
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in fact, an ocean. Unlike the ocean in the above examples, where it is used as a specific 
destination where the speaker will be at one with humanity, the water this time stands for 
a boundary, one whose crossing by the narrator will exclude his rival. Like the signifying 
in ‘Teddy Bear Blues' it suggests exclusivity, and signifies acquisition of relevant power 
to sustain a certain privilege. Apart from the suggestions of the narrator's inference 
awareness of his lack of power in his present locale, he is as much bothered by 
circumstances which are by feature existential. As such the narrator can have no 
influence upon his fate. His identity contributes to this fate. Identity is also the subject 
matter the narrator signifies in this song. There are three adverbials indicating locales in 
the next to last stanza: "here", "everywhere" and "there". Supposing the "here" in this 
stanza refers to the "here" in the b line of the fourth stanza, "here" would then represent a 
situation rather than a locale for in the context of the earlier stanza, the inference of the 
utterance would suggest the companionship the narrator once shared with the woman. At 
the onset of this broken relationship, the narrator laments the passing of a companionship. 
Hence the adverbials "here" and "everywhere" in the second to last stanza refer to a 
situation rather than a physical locale�The blues logic answering this uncertainty is the 
narrator's flitting desire for refuge at home. But he immediately contradicts himself as if 
he had at last grasped the reality of his circumstances. His reality as he sees it is that he is 
by nature a man without a fixed orientation. The narrator's assertion “I only want to stay 
like I am，and slip from town to town" clarifies his seeming contradiction. 
“Slip’，indicates a conscious attempt to make oneself disappear from his or her 
immediate environment in order to avoid undue attention. This slipping out of sight 
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brings to mind the issue of the identity crisis of African Americans treated in Ralph 
Ellison's Invisible Man and Du Bois' double consciousness discussed in Chapter 2. It 
might be far-fetched to postulate that Jefferson is here implying identity crisis. What is at 
issue here is not so much the self-consciousness involved in the act of composing this 
song as the self-consciousness conditioned by the treatments these off-springs of slave 
ancestry who were being subjected to. It was, and still is, rooted at the heart of African 
American culture. The passage in Richard Wright's autobiographical Black Boy gives 
insight on this point. Triggered by the suffering of his ailing mother, among other things, 
Wright developed "... a sombreness that was to make [him] stand apart and look upon 
excessive joy with suspicion, that was to make me self-conscious, that was to make me 
keep forever on the move, as though to escape a nameless fate seeking to overtake me." 
(1966, p. 112) In this instance, therefore, the self-consciousness operates from the psyche 
rather than from the consciousness. One must also bear in mind that African Americans 
in those days were compelled to live on the fringe of the mainstream society. As such 
they made up the invisible minority. Even for Jefferson, who had crossed the Mason-
Dixon line north to Chicago to make his records, ‘slipping，in and out of the recording 
studio, one would without stretching the imagination conclude, was a fact of life. One 
frequently hears accounts of African American musicians and performers entering and 
leaving nightclubs by the back doors which were meant for the staff of the premises. 
Unlike European American performers these black counterparts were forced to slip in and 
out of a premises frequented by the white majority for reason not of the concern of 
attracting crowds of admirers seeking autographs but of the policy of racial segregation. 
93 
Chapter Four: Robert Johnson and Blind Lemon Jefferson 
The last utterance in this song rationalises the narrator's rejection of marriage. He 
makes it clear that this is the way he is. By inference the speaker is implying that his 
choice of a way of life is shaped by circumstances rather than by his own volition. This 
is the mould of living he is born into. His way of life as an invisible man slipping from 
town to town therefore signifies his disadvantaged identity. In other words it is his 
identity that causes him to hide from others. This awareness of identity is then what 
Jefferson attempted to signify. This awareness puts the narrator in a reality whereby he 
has to adopt a life of ephemeral existence. The apparent message is one about the 
speaker's reaffirmation of his way of life albeit in an involuntary manner. The real 
message, the message that is signified，on the other hand, is a reflection of an existential 
dilemma in which the speaker remarks on his identity: his identity drives him to live on 
the fringe of the society. As such his identity is for him a burden rather than a given right 
to live the life of a free person. The context in this instance of signifying, however, is not 
one of positivisation because by recourse to an existence forged by a racially designated 
environment, one does not achieve any gains, though a speech act of signifying is itself a 
process of positivisation. 
"...this lowdown lonesome cell，， 
Apart from the use of the ocean and its inhabitants to express a vision of freedom and 
human harmony, Jefferson wrote a number of songs with prison as their setting. These 
prison songs invariably carry messages of discontent due to the confinement that prison 
imposes on the narrator. Although there seems to be no significant evidence of signifying 
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embedded in the lyrics, one such song merits attention on account of its contrasting 
manner in bringing out the core message of discontent, that message being one of 
dissatisfaction at the loss of freedom. The discontent is directly expressed thus rendering 
it pragmatically unambiguous and so not involving signifying. Yet despite the narrator's 
negative presentation of the authority figures, the seeming target of complain is still a 
woman. 
Prison Cell Blues 
Getting tired of sleeping : in this lowdown lonesome cell 
Lord I wouldn't have been here : if it hadn't been for Nell 
Lay awake at night: and just can't eat a bite 
Used to be my rider : but she just won't treat me right 
Got a red-eyed captain : and a squabbling boss 
Got a mad dog sergeant: honey and he won't knock off 
Getting tired of sleeping : in this lowdown lonesome cell 
Lord, I wouldn't have been here : if it hadn't been for Nell 
I asked the government: to knock some days off my time 
Well the way I'm treated : I'm about to lose my mind 
I wrote to the governor : please turn me a-loose 
Since I didn't get no answer : I know it ain't no use 
Getting tired of sleeping : in this lowdown lonesome cell 
Lord, I wouldn't have been here : if it hadn't been for Nell 
I hate to turn over : and find my rider gone 
Walked across my floor : Lordy how I moan 
Lord I wouldn't have been here : if it hadn't been for Nell 
I'm getting tired of sleeping : in this lowdown lonesome cell 
The first stanza contains the narrator's complaints about his loneliness in jail and 
the person who is responsible for his fall. This person is a woman called Nell, which 
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rhymes with the word cell, short for prison cell. In this setting of physical entrapment the 
narrator bemoans the misery of jail life. He complains of the harsh treatment he receives 
from the authorities, presumably those of the prison. In the third stanza the narrator 
delineates three kinds of authority that he encounters in the prison. They are the rank-
designated ‘captain’ and 'sergeant' ,and the general ‘boss，. They are attributed with 
repelling characteristics. There is also the 6governor' and the non-person 'government'. 
Apart from being a device of foregrounding, the use of clearly defined titles adds a sense 
of reality to the song because of these minute details. The narrator is suffering from the 
treatment he receives from these nameless, power-wielding figures. He appeals to an 
institute and the governor, both representing power dispenser, to seek relief from his 
suffering. In the end there is no solution to his misery. His suffering continues. 
Unlike the 'ocean' songs, where one is at one with a free and humanised habitat, 
the prison setting produces an opposite kind of environment. In the former the narrator 
humanises the marine creatures in order to furnish them with features of humanity. In the 
case of a prison, however, physical confinement is the only reality the narrator is aware 
of. The prison where the narrator is confined is inhabited by nameless, authority figures 
wielding power of terror. These anonymous figures are presented by means of cruel and 
beastly caricatures. The reality of suffering is unavoidable for the narrator. The authority 
figures are anonymous, in contrast to Nell, She, according to the narrator, is responsible 
for his fate. Moreover her only 'function' , in the imagination of the narrator, is to 
provide sexual services for he calls her his 'rider'. This term is frequently used in 
downhome blues to denote a person who engages in sexual intercourse. Therefore the 
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only human being with a name turns out to be a species of imperfect human being like the 
anonymous authorities. 
The criticism thus established in this song is directed against the various 
authorities that make up the social reality. This social reality is clearly presented as 
responsible for the narrator's loss of freedom. As such the implicatures are not deniable 
or weak but strong. There is an explicit accusation of the authorities. The social 
implications of this pragmatic certainly are though somewhat softened by Jefferson's 
shifting of the focus of the complaint onto Nell, since the narrator lays the immediate 
blame for his misery on her. The direct cause of the narrator's suffering is Nell, not the 
authorities. Nevertheless there is nothing here of the kind of pragmatic uncertainty which 
would allow us to talk of signifying. This example thus shows that a blues singer could 
sometimes directly express dissatisfaction with his social situation by way of contrast and 
so emphasises the role of signifying as a means of expressing social and racial context in 
other songs. It is of course highly significant in this context that when Jefferson does 
directly express discontent, he expresses a limited discontent with prison specifically and 
shifts the blame to a significant extent onto Nell. When it is a matter of general 
discontent with their general social and racial situation, and they are not inclined to shift 
the blame at all, it seems that blues singers such as Johnson and Jefferson resorted to 
signifying. 
Having now examined a selection of the lyrics of Robert Johnson and Blind 
Lemon Jefferson with the intent of unveiling instances of signifying in action in 
downhome blues, I shall conclude the result of this exercise. 
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This discussion of signifying in the songs of Robert Johnson and Blind Lemon Jefferson 
has been based on the assertion by the three blues singers at the Lomax interview that 
blues is signifying, or more precisely, that blues contains acts of signifying. The search 
for the evidence in this thesis was inspired initially by the interviewees' assertion that to 
signify is to say things that one does not dare say openly for fear of provoking the anger 
of the white majority. In doing this the person who signifies is in fact adopting a 
linguistic strategy, the manifestation of which bears the features of an Off-Record Face 
Threatening Act in that the intended meaning is practically deniable by the speaker. 
Unlike many standard, generalised implicatures, the implicatures involved in signifying 
are, to use Sperber and Wilson's terminology, weak rather than strong. That is, they are 
not only cancellable in principle because their propositional content is not part of the 
semantics of the uttered sentence(s), but there is a genuine, pragmatic uncertainty on the 
part of the addressee as to whether or not they are really intended by the addresser. Even 
if the addressee feels an inner certainty that they are so intended, he or she can still not 
dismiss out of hand any denial of such an intention on the part of the addresser if 
confronted. In many cases, however, the addressee will be genuinely uncertain as to 
whether the possible implicature is really intended or not. This uncertainty, rooted in a 
socially motivated principle of deniability, is inherent in the African American speech act 
of signifying. This means of course that when one turns to signifying in the blues one 
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can never be absolutely certain of its presence or precise content. Yet one can point to 
instances where that presence seems very likely，where evidence can be cited for a 
possibility of interpretation which persistently teases the mind even if it does not assume 
the shape of an assured certainty. It is this interpretative openness of many blues lyrics 
which is one of their main claims to serious poetic status. For interpretative openness and 
suggestiveness, which is something quite different from a mere lack of all interpretative 
constraint, is a cardinal property of poetic texts. 
Mistreatment, as in other literary genres, is a subject that frequently occurs in 
downhome blues. In the case of the blues genre it is often manifested in the form of a 
failed relationship between a man and a woman. Not infrequently the woman is depicted 
as the wrongdoer. The resulting feeling of betrayal could be a reality that the blues singer 
was experiencing at first hand. The expression of this feeling is generally direct and does 
not involve signifying. Yet the depiction and lament over the mistreatment the narrators 
are being subjected to in the songs discussed in the preceding chapter could well involve 
acts of signifying carried out to criticise the white dominated society, as remarked by 
Memphis Slim et al in the interview. The evidence put forth in this thesis does suggest 
this likelihood. The subject matter of sexually related mistreatment was probably used by 
both Robert Johnson and Blind Lemon Jefferson to hide acts of signifying. 
In both Johnson's 'Kindhearted Woman Blues' and ‘I Believe Fll Dust My 
Broom' the signifying is carried out by using a woman figure and the narrator's 
relationship with her as the surface meaning. The narrator's comment on the 
disappointment arising out of the relationship is in reality a signifying about a 
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relationship of master and servant as experienced by JohnsoiL In ‘I Believe I'll Dust My 
Broom' Johnson made use of geographical names to represent the process of a search 
which, if its purpose were achieved, would land him in Ethiopia. This country name 
carries the hidden inference of the singer's ancestry, thus his ethnic identity. The 
signifying in this perspective is to do with the ethnic identity that places the narrator in 
disadvantaged circumstances as long as he is in a land not regarded as his h o m e � A n act 
of signifying with regard to the master and servant relationship seems to appear again in 
'Honeymoon Blues'. The narrator claims he wants a wife who will submit herself to his 
command. This, together with the narrator's determination to marry the woman 'in some 
long, long distant land，，provides a strong hint that signifying is being performed with 
regard to the issues of locale and the master-servant relationship. Hence in these songs 
there is good, though in the nature of the case not certain, evidence for acts of signifying. 
The signifying is invariably about the disadvantaged position the narrator is being subject 
to, the cause of which arises out of the narrator's ethnic identity. 
Compared with Johnson's, the images that Blind Lemon Jefferson made use of in 
order to perform of acts of signifying under the guise of mistreatment by women are 
fantastical, and even surreal. For instance in his choice of the mermaid and the ocean to 
symbolise the meaning of freedom and a yearning for humanity, Jefferson creates a sense 
of general utopianism. Notwithstanding this, the seeming hidden message contained in 
the signifying is, like Johnson's, directed against the larger system. This system is the 
source of Jefferson's predicaments. Jefferson opposed to the constraints imposed by this 
system; and he seems to have used the ocean to symbolise the freedom and harmonious 
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humanity. Like Johnson, he is keenly aware of the absence of power that is a result of his 
ethnic identity�Hence he imagines his narrator crossing the ocean, thus escaping from 
Americajn order to obtain a privilege of which he was deprived. His signifying too is 
concerned with national locales and the wish to reverse the master-servant relationship. 
In a sense his signifying is more difficult to detect than that of Johnson, in that his songs 
are in general imbued with frivolous and surrealistic qualities, and even a sense of 
optimism. This hides all the more effectively his, highly probable, intended criticism of 
the unjust system. Moreover, since he was an established blues performer leading a 
comparatively more comfortable life than Johnson, he would presumably have been more 
sophisticated and tactful in handling materials that would be deemed provocative to the 
ear of the majority of European Americans. In the prison song, however, we do have 
very direct, albeit somewhat mitigated, expression of discontent. Blues singers do not 
always resort to signifying. 
Signifying, an African American vernacular speech act, is in essence a 
communicative event that deliberately manipulates the indirect use of language to serve 
its purpose of hinting at a meaning which threatens the face of the addressee. The use of 
indirect language in an act of signifying necessitates the use of implicatures. The 
implicatures thus created will be, in the words of Brown and Levinson, deniable and 
therefore, in Sperber and Wilson's terminology, weak. Therefore the indirect use of 
language inherent in signifying demands great effort on the part of the hearer to interpret 
the possible intended message. Signifying therefore offers a significantly wide choice of 
interpretations. The possibilities of meaning are relatively more varied than is usual, just 
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as the merits of a good poem lies in its use of complex metaphors and imagery which 
entail the possibility of a variety of inferences and so of more than one interpretation. 
Hence the title of this thesis. 
The purpose of this thesis has been to open up a new possibility for future literary 
study of the blues genre. The analysis of the speech act of signifying as it occurs in 
downhome blues lyrics is, to the best of my knowledge, not an area to which blues 
scholars and academics have yet turned serious attention. I hope that in the not-so-distant 
future further studies of this aspect of the blues will produce more fruitful results. When 
such results do present themselves, this genre of African American vernacular poetry 
should gain further recognition. For the literary study of this genre has been very limited 
despite consistent efforts in other genres of the African American literary tradition. 
Considering the fact that the blues genre has had such far-reaching influence not only on 
African American literature, but also on mainstream American literature, notably Jack 
Kerouac et al, the genre merits serious literary attention such as that which has been given 
to such Harlem Renaissance poets as Langston Hughes and Sterling Brown� 
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